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The itch kind of crept
up on him. Down there under his turtle-neck tails where he was most
vulnerable. Astral Mater ever merciful! It was a monster unleashed when it finally came
for him – a ferocious bitch of an itch that would wreak all kinds
of havoc if he didn’t do something about it.

Beccles checked the
also-rans in the seats around him for prying eyes. Then, affecting
a distant dreamy look he hoped would mask what he was doing, he
slid his hand into the pocket of his cords. He felt his fingers
slink through the purpose-made tear along the bottom of the pocket;
then through the slit in his underpants to the bush of hair that
crowned his crotch; then they were there – that most private
precinct of his corpus where he itched – his little Limey poker, as
the brethren called it.

Tearing at the
offending flesh now with his fingernails, he looked up at the
podium where the lecturer was ploughing laboriously through the
twenty-six articles of the Covenant of the League of Nations,
looking for all the world like he wanted to be rescued as he stood
there. Article Ten, was it now? Something about territorial
integrity and external aggression. Made you wonder where the
university dredged him up from, the lecturer, Beccles thought now
as he worked away at his poker. Bow-tie Breed he was. Every lecture
that butterfly under his Adam’s apple. Every lecture a different
colour. Flaming red today, and peppered with little black poker
dots that made it look even more absurd. All they did was underline
the drabness that was the rest of him, these bow-ties he always
wore. Did he think they made him look more eccentric? Or bumped up
his academic pedigree? He sure could’ve done with a bit more of
that.

Satisfied now that he’d
more or less seen off his itch, Beccles gingerly removed his
fingers from his cords and brought them up to his face. Cass!
Sometimes he could smell her on his fingers when they’d been down
there where he was most vulnerable. That hot thick earthy smell.
Like the Laurentian woods after rain. Her smell. Their smell. How
she’d taken over his life in these few short weeks he’d known her.
She was just about everything he was living for these days. And
sometimes he couldn’t help wondering – where was it headed, this
thing he had going with Cass? Would she blossom for him? Would she
grow into something big-time? Or would she miscarry and come to
nothing, her promise ebbing away like a false dawn in an endless
polar night? Only time would tell.

‘You don’t want to
sweat tuft, small fry,’ the brethren would tell him up at Gamma
Chi. ‘Just because it’s female and fuckable, you don’t want to let
yourself get all steamed up about it. Just yank out your little
Limey poker and wave it in her face, and if she doesn’t know what
to do with it boot her out of the way and look for a tuft who
does.’ Well, there was no question of Cass not knowing what to do
with it. And she certainly didn’t lack for passion. Astral Mater
ever merciful, her scratch-marks down his back told him that –
those scarlet skids he found between his shoulder-blades when he
checked himself out in the mirror in the mornings.

And all she cost him
was a few drops of blood – well, a pint to be exact – Beccles
thought as he watched Bow-tie Breed up at the podium struggle on
through the articles of the Convenant. A needle-prick and a
bottleful of mud-coloured sludge in the ballroom of the Students
Union. The blood drive back in mid-September soon after term
started. Where he’d wound up on the cot next to hers. As soon as he
set eyes on her he knew there was something about her. The hint of
fullness in the breasts under her mint-green sweater, was it? Or
the way she kept brushing her tumbling dark hair out of her face?
Or curled up her toes in anticipation of pain when they came to
insert the needle? Or was it her twinkling eyes and mischievous
look?

Waiting his turn for
the needle, he racked his brains for something to say to her.
Something that didn’t sound corny or too much like a cheap come-on.
But it was her who spoke first.

‘So it’s your first
time too?’

‘I guess it shows.’

‘I don’t feel great
either.’ She was staring at the ceiling, squeezing the little
rubber ball they’d put in her hand to make the blood run. ‘I guess
the only reason I’m here’s to get those holier-than-thou types off
my back. Barking at you everywhere through their loud-hailers.
Bullying you to get over here and give. Like you don’t even have
any choice. Such an intimidating place, this campus sometimes. All
the things you’re supposed to be doing. All the things you’re not
supposed to be doing. It’s like you can’t even be yourself any
more.’ As she was talking she’d kept her eyes fixed on the ceiling,
but now she turned to look at him. ‘Where I come from it’s not like
that. There’s no pressure to conform. You do as you want. You are
as you are.’

‘Where’s that, where
you come from?’

‘Kingston.’

‘I went to Kingston
once,’ he ventured. ‘To watch the McGill Redmen play the Queens
Golden Gaels.’

‘You’re thinking of
Kingston Ontario.’ She gave him her mischievous look. ‘I mean
Kingston Jamaica.’

Beccles suddenly felt
foolish, as if caught in a trap she’d deliberately set for him. He
couldn’t think how to go on. Suddenly so much depended on it.
Suddenly, though he’d barely said two words to her, there was so
much to win, so much to lose. It was a feeling that persisted long
after she rescued their stalled conversation. And long after he’d
asked for her name and number as she left the blood drive. So much
to win! So much to lose! He agonized for two whole days before he
finally cranked up the courage to pick up the phone and ask her to
the Limbo Rock party at Gamma Chi that Saturday.

He remembered his heart
pounding as he stepped inside the call-box. Eaton’s ground floor,
towards the back by the elevators. He remembered pulling the
folding door shut behind him, armed only with the memory of the
short exchanges he’d had with her at the blood drive. Would she
even remember him?, he thought as he looked nervously again at the
paper where she’d scribbled her number. And if she remembered him
would she agree to go out with him? He watched the dial as he
wheeled it round. Seven digits, seven times round, the words he’d
prepared to say sounding more corny with each revolution. Then the
short sharp bursts of the ringing tone. Would she know the colour
of his face?, he thought as he waited. Or sense the white of his
knuckles as he gripped the receiver? Or hear the blood churning in
his chest?
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Suddenly there were
signs of activity in the seats around him. The also-rans were
pushing themselves up in their chairs and grabbing their pens.
Bow-tie Breed must’ve happened on something they thought worth
writing down. Article Fourteen of the Covenant, was it? Something
about a Council being formed to establish a permanent court of
international justice. Beccles watched as all around him they bent
over their clipboards and started scribbling away. Astral Mater
ever merciful! Didn’t they realize what was happening to them?
Didn’t they understand what this warren of pseudo-learning under
the cliffs of Mont Royal was doing to them? Coaxing and cajoling
them into swallowing whole what was being fed to them. Bullying
them into accepting this four-year circus that was supposed to turn
them into respectable law-abiding citizens. Didn’t they feel any
anger? Any protest?

Beccles turned to the
lecture-room window. The towers of his adopted city stretching the
city skywards. Montreal, P.Q. Spawned on islands in the middle of
the St Lawrence and shared with mounting unease by French and
English, this deep-sea port in the middle of her Majesty’s
dominions. Where seven years ago, aged thirteen, he’d fetched up on
the Cunarder from Liverpool.

And in the foreground
the university campus. Dropping away down the slope to the Roddick
Gates on Sherbrooke St. How often had he crossed it in his time?,
he wondered. Library to lecture-hall, lecture-hall to Gamma Chi,
Gamma Chi to library. All in the name of the spiritual malnutrition
they called an education. Three years ago he’d registered in
General Arts. And this his fourth and final year. Funny, he thought
– a thousand days in the shadow of these not-quite-hallowed halls.
All they’d kindled in him, all they’d killed.

All they’d
killed. The phrase stuck with Beccles as he looked back around
the lecture-room where he was sitting. Political Science
412, International Relations. Twelve-to-one every
Monday-Wednesday-and-Friday. Groan! Just one more disaster his time
as an undergrad had dealt him.

There were days when he
wondered why he went on putting up with the university. Especially
when he thought of where it was leading him – a life of obscurity
in one of those towers filling the sky out of the window. There
were days when he wondered whether it was worth hanging around for
– the degree they’d present him with at Convocation next May. Those
walking corpses who ran the campus. Sitting up there on the
platform all pompous and puffed-up in their scarlet robes and dumpy
black hats that flopped about their ears like burnt pancakes. Was
that still what he wanted? To shuffle forward in a long line of
gowns and mortar-boards to receive their blessing. Their blessing
and their parchment paper. Rolled up in a case that looked like a
bicycle pump. The Bachelor’s they’d send him out into the world
with….

Wouldn’t he be better
off sticking two fingers up to all that and getting out while he
still could. Take his destiny in his own hands for once. Throw some
things in a rucksack and steal away into the night. Escape forever
the city-world that waited to claim him once the university was
done with him. Why not! That yearning for distant places. That
yearning to discover the world beyond what he knew, beyond the
pages he’d turned. Hop Greyhounds or jump trains like his hero Jack
Kerouac. Or stow away on a ship headed down to the sea. Some
carcass of a freighter all battered and sea-scarred. With a name on
her bows he couldn’t pronounce. Lie curled up in her hold as she
slipped slowly away down the St Lawrence. Feel the first swells
lift her as she moved on down past all the beautiful names – the
Plains of Abraham, Shawinigan, the Sagenay Spur. An adopted son
turning his back. On a world that had promised its plenty. Sneak up
on deck then and watch the river widen and the coasts of the Gaspe
fall away in the mist. And there it’d be at last, stretching away
to the horizon in all its silver-spittled fury – the jubilant
anonymity of the sea!

And yet!, Beccles
thought now as Bow-tie Breed up at the podium wrestled with another
Convenant Article, his wanting-to-be-rescued look as pronounced as
ever. And yet! If a Bachelor’s meant he could stay with Cass and
earn a hundred-and-twenty-five bucks a week who was he to turn his
nose up at it? He thought about the job ad he’d seen in the
Montreal Gazette that morning. The Royal Dominion Bank of Canada
invites applications for the position of management trainee for
newly-graduated degree-holders in Commerce and the Arts, the
blurb said. A professionally rewarding career in banking.
Positions available from next spring. Management training
provided. Starting salary one-hundred-and-twenty-five
dollars per week.

Beccles dipped into his
briefcase to make sure the application form was still there. He’d
picked it up at the Royal Dominion branch on Metcalfe St on his way
down to the campus earlier. One-hundred-and-twenty-five bucks a
week starting! It made even better reading when he thought about
the state of his cash-tin. The scraps he’d saved from summer jobs
was disappearing fast. He was down below three figures now.
Ninety-something bucks was all he had left. To get him through to
the following summer when he could start earning again.
Ninety-something bucks plus whatever he could beg-borrow-and-steal
from the old doll’s housekeeping purse. And it was only November
for fuck’s sake. Groan again! Despising money didn’t make you need
it any less.

But a
hundred-and-twenty-five bucks a week!, he thought as the also-rans
around him waited patiently for Bow-tie Breed to produce something
more they could write down. He’d never even come close to sniffing
that kind of dough before. And even if he wouldn’t be earning it
till the following May, even if it couldn’t help him in his present
predicament, what a difference it’d make once he finally got his
hands on it. Astral Mater ever merciful! He could treat Cass to
regular nights out on the town. And get the old doll off his back.
Move out of her place and rent a pad of his own. One of those
modern places the brethren were always talking about. A smart
bachelor apartment up on Ridgewood or down in the Green Avenue area
where it was so trendy these days. The sort of place that had a
lift and a potted plant in the foyer. Or somewhere in the old town
with a touch of weathered charm. Where the streets had haunting
French names. And the houses had steps leading up off the sidewalk
and gabled roofs and all those period features. A pad of his own!
Where he could spread himself out a bit. Where he could be his own
boss and have a life of his own. What a thought that was!

Life with the old doll
had been getting up his ass for some time now if he was honest. The
only reason he’d stuck with her as long as he had was because she
didn’t charge him any rent. But knowing that didn’t make staying
with her any easier. The room upstairs he slept in, for instance.
The room she called his. Four bare walls and a bed was just about
all it was. Then the rest of the house if it came to that. All that
junk she had lying around everywhere. It gave him the creeps.
Tarnished pewter mugs and chipped china plates and vases and the
like. They cluttered every surface, they filled every nook and
cranny. Heirlooms and hand-me-downs, he’d heard her call them –
things passed on from those dead relatives of hers in the old
photographs she’d stuck up all over the dining-room.

The house wasn’t the
only thing that was getting up his ass either. There was the old
doll herself. All her meddling. Sticking her snout in where it
didn’t belong. His mail that she put out for him on the
breakfast-nook table, for instance. He was convinced she’d already
read it by the time he got to it. Steaming open the envelopes and
then sealing them again. Then poking around his room when he was
out at the university and she was back early from work. He could
always tell after she’d been on one of her creepie-crawlies.
Something would’ve been moved. Something wouldn’t be quite how he’d
left it. Then the eavesdropping on his phonecalls. That little
click as she picked up the extension upstairs. Especially if the
caller was Cass. ‘It’s her again!’ she’d go in disgust as
she called him to the phone. ‘The little madam!’ She’d pass
him the receiver as if it had some deadly disease. Then she’d sneak
upstairs to listen in.

Astral Mater ever
merciful, for fuck’s sake! Who was the old doll to think she could
read his mail or track his phonecalls? He was only a lodger. That
didn’t give her the right to carry on like that. Like she owned him
or something. Okay, so they had their little arrangement as
she called it, but that was the end of it as far as he was
concerned. Beyond that he was his own person. His life was his
affair. And if he could earn a hundred-and-twenty-five bucks a week
and move out maybe she’d finally understand that.

And so what if working
in a bank didn’t sound very glamorous, Beccles told himself as he
thought again about the application form in his briefcase. A job
was a job when you got right down to it, and if he played his cards
right with his frat-house background he’d probably stand a good
chance of getting taken on. Wasn’t there supposed to be some sort
of affiliation between Gamma Chi and the banks? He suddenly thought
of the big brothers – as the old-time brethren were called
in the mystic parlance – those wheezy old farts who came back every
year for the blooding rites, staggering around the place in their
imbecilic drunken haze, chuckling behind clouds of cigar-smoke,
screaming at the helpless pledges and tormenting them till they
cracked. Weren’t most of them from the world of finance?

Besides, he liked the
Royal Dominion colours. The blue with the yellow trim. Like the
buses in Birmingham back in the Olde-Worlde. Like the Winnipeg Blue
Bombers now in the New. He thought of the huge Royal-Dominion sign
flashing in the night-sky at the top of Decarie Boulevard. It used
to hold his gaze for minutes on end during the crawl back into
Montreal in the Sunday-night traffic after weekends up north.
R-o-y-a-l D-o-m-i-n-i-o-n, it’d spell out over and over in neon
against the twilit sky, the royal blue letters slowly forming
against a background of bright yellow bars. A hypnotic cycle in
perpetual motion. Over and over and over. R-O-Y-A-L
D-O-M-I-N-I-O-N!

Of course working in a
bank would mean making a few adjustments, Beccles reminded himself
now as Bow-tie Breed struggled on up at the podium. There’d be none
of the cosy comforts of student life out in the working world. No
more sleeping-in till mid-morning, for instance. Or loafing around
the library smoking-corridor sucking on weeds and shooting the
breeze. Or sitting in taverns over liquid lunches that lasted
through the afternoon. And then, too, there’d need to be other
changes. He’d have to spruce himself up for the Royal Dominion. He
wouldn’t get away with an old sweater and rumpled cords any more.
He’d need a suit-and-tie and lace-ups and a proper crease down his
pants. And maybe even one of those fur hats like the Bolscheviks
wore. They were all the rage among young professionals these days.
And his face. He’d need to do something about his face. The Royal
Dominion wouldn’t go big on the beard he’d been trying to grow for
the past weeks. Astral Mater ever merciful he knew that much.

And he’d have to get
used to being locked in a glass cage. With wads of greasy banknotes
to count all day long. Some two-bit hick-town out in the sticks
most likely. A gas-station and a pile of trash cans on a road to
nowhere. But at least the glass would be bullet-proof. That’s what
you had to think about these days with all the bandits about. And
then again the glass cage wouldn’t be for ever. In the blurb that
came with the application the Royal Dominion talked about
professional welfare and career enhancement. That meant there’d be
opportunities to get on, to make his way up the pecking order. Who
knows how far he might go with a lucky break or two. Even with his
two-bit Bachelor’s. He might even get to be one of those big-shots
– one of those dudes you saw down in the Montreal financial
district with a plush office and a PA and a deep leather chair that
let out a little rush of air when you sat down.

But wasn’t he getting a
bit ahead of himself to be thinking like that? He hadn’t even
filled in the application yet. Just as long as he didn’t let on –
if he ever got as far as an interview – that he couldn’t even make
out a cheque. Or work out an account balance. Just as long as he
didn’t let on that what he knew about banking wasn’t worth
four-fifths-of-fuck-all.
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The also-rans around
him were scribbling again. Covenant article twenty-three, was it
now? Something to do with establishing fair and humane conditions
of labour among all member states. Bow-tie Breed was almost done
now, even if his wanting-to-be-rescued look didn’t show it. But
what would Article Twenty-Three do for his bellyhowl?, Beccles
wondered. For some time now he’d been aware of it. Well, the
crackers he’d found in the old doll’s cupboards before he left for
the campus that morning weren’t going to last him forever. Once the
lecture was over he’d need to grab himself a bite somewhere. He ran
over his options. There was the Union Cafeteria. There were the
greasies just off campus. And there was the frat-house of
course.

Three years ago it was
now that he joined Gamma Chi. It was the first thing he’d done when
he got to the university, where according to the received wisdom
you were a total closet-case if you didn’t belong to a fraternity.
And as far as the fraternities were concerned, Gamma Chi seemed as
good a bet as any. He thought back to the blooding rites. Turning
up in the dead of night at the portals, as they were called in the
mystic parlance. Just as he was instructed on the bit of paper
they’d slipped into his hand three days before. As they called him
out of a candlelit dinner on a pretext and then shoved him out of
the back door. The Astral Mater summons Beccles Ede to the
sacred portals, the paper said. 1857 University St.
Montreal P.Q. 3.20 am. October
28, 1960. To attempt the long and arduous journey upward out
of the heathen darkness into the world of celestial light. He
remembered his jitters as he came down a deserted University St in
the dark, then climbed the Gamma Chi steps and reached for the
door-bell, its deafening ring shrilling through the silence of the
night. When the portals part, the paper concluded, the
way before him shall reveal itself…

The way before him
hadn’t come cheap either, Beccles reminded himself now as the
also-rans finished getting down the contents of Covenant Article
Twenty-Three. How many times since he joined Gamma Chi had he been
made painfully aware of that? What with all those parties and
social functions you got billed for whether you went or not. That
ninety-something bucks his cash-tin was down to now, for instance.
It was the third quarter’s fraternity bill which was mainly
responsible for that. And there was the last quarter due in January
still to come. Groan and groan again! How much of his summer
savings would he have left after that?

The dough wasn’t the
only drawback to the frat-house either. The brethren could prey on
his patience sometimes. What with their city-slicker pretensions.
And their high-octane macho bragging. What with the way they talked
up the Sacred Scrolls. As if they were some sort of holy gospel
they were ready to die for. And then the Astral Mater – the
Mother-in-the-Stars who was supposed to run the place from Her
mystic temple upstairs – the way they went on about Her sometimes.
Especially when they were excited. Or when they’d had a few drinks.
It was as if they’d turned Her into some sort of revered deity who
governed every last aspect of their lives. It could be spooky
sometimes. As spooky as those mystic meetings they held on the
third Wednesday of the month. When they’d sit down to a candlelit
dinner and then troop upstairs to the Astral Mater’s temple to slip
on the sashes and play Her silly games.

Yet despite the dough
it was costing him, and despite all those times it tested his
patience, Gamma Chi wasn’t such a bad place to hang out. Not when
you thought of it all round. And if he went there today for his
midday grub he wouldn’t need to fork out right away. Only when the
dues bill came out at the end of the quarter. And with the state of
his cash-tin these days any delay in the flow of outgoings was a
bonus. Then again wasn’t he owing the brethren a visit anyway? So
maybe he should settle for that then, Beccles thought – Gamma Chi
for lunch. Not the proper sit-down deal in the dining-room but
something quick out of the larder he could fix himself. Then
afterwards he could hit the library and start work on the bank
application. He had Western European Thought in Moyse Hall
at two, but he could skip that to give himself more time. With any
luck he should be able to knock the application off before his
Renaissance and Reformation at four and have it in the post
that evening. Then after that he could drop round and see Cass in
her room on Aylmer St like they’d planned.

‘So now we come to
Article Twenty-Five,’ Bow-tie Breed up front said with an
unprecedented burst of enthusiasm as he suddenly realized how close
to the end of the Covenant he was. ‘This is where member states of
the League seek to promote the establishment of Red Cross
organizations to improve health, prevent disease and alleviate
suffering throughout the world…’

The frantic scribbling
began all around him again. Beccles looked down at his
tooth-mangled ballpoint. For the whole hour it’d lain idle across
the loose-leaf binder open in front of him where he made his
lecture-notes. Wed 7 Nov. Arts Building third floor.
Political Science 412. International Relations. That was all
he’d written. Should he scribble something more? Something about
Covenant Article Twenty-Five like all the also-rans around him?
Then at least he could say the hour had given him more that just
that itch in his crotch. But his ballpoint stayed where it was. His
gaze drifted back to the window and his thoughts turned to Cass
again....
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Beccles was behind schedule.  International Relations had run
overtime with a protracted series of post-lecture questions, and it
was way past one o’clock by the time he left the Arts Building by
the western exit and set off in the direction of the
frat-house. Fall had burnt itself out now, he thought as he
hustled along in the icy-cold. Gone were
those brilliant blue skies of late September when the air was crisp
and bracing and the foliage around the campus was exploding in
conflagrations of russet and copper and gold. The trees that lined
the top of the main campus drive were leafless now, their bare
branches etched against the bleak grey sky. November, he thought as
he walked through the midday campus crowds towards them. A world at
low-ebb. A world waiting for snow. That’s what the old doll would
call it.

And the seventh today,
he reminded himself as he thought back to the lone entry he’d made
in his binder during Bow-tie Breed’s lecture. Wednesday November
the seventh, 1962. On Sunday it’d be the eleventh. And the eleventh
was Remembrance Day. The day they dedicated to the soldiers who
gave their lives. Twenty-odd years back that was now. The long
shadow of the world war that produced him. The war he’d never seen.
On Sunday the serving regiments and the ruddy-faced veterans would
be out marching to the cenotaphs across the city to form up and lay
their wreaths, their standards fluttering in the icy breeze as the
sound of the lone bugle broke the sober November air. And the names
of the dead rang out. Like empty threats in the silence.

‘Tabernacle, man! Wait up!

Alarm bells! The
familiar voice came out of the crowds behind him. Beccles thought
about ignoring it and walking on, but he knew he wouldn’t get away
with that. Joubert wouldn’t be shaken off that easily. There was
nothing for it but to stop and talk.  He pulled up and turned
round.

‘What the fuck,
man!’

‘What the fuck,
Joub!’

‘Are you in
cuckoo-land or what?’ Joubert shouted as he came towards him, his
face a mix of concern and relief.  ‘I’m leaving the Arts
Building and spot you up ahead, and when I call out you just keep
on going.’

‘Sorry, Joub. I guess
I must be hard of hearing.’

‘Look it, man! I’ve
been hunting all over hell’s-half-acre for you.’

Out of breath from
running, Joubert finally caught up with him.  His duffel-coat
was still open over his jeans, showing his cream-coloured curling
jacket underneath.  He wore the tuque with the bobble that he
always took to when the weather turned colder, and licks of his
curly brown hair protruded now under its turned-back edge.
 Joubert hadn’t changed much in all the time he’d known him.
 ‘I hardly recognized you any more with your beard more
filled-out, man.’

‘If a beard’s what you
want to call it.’

‘Part of the
non-conformist in you, eh, giving up shaving?’  Downing his
briefcase and still a little out of breath, Joubert went about
doing up his duffel-coat and clawing his way into a pair of woollen
gloves.  ‘You’ve always had that rebellious streak.  Our
last year in Grade Eleven I remember.  That Existentialist
Club you wanted to form.  You were going to organize these
secret meetings in the boiler-room during recess.  I didn’t
even know what Existentialism was.’

Beccles made to move
on.  Joubert picked up his briefcase and followed.  The
wind picked up as the two of them fell into stride and walked on
along the front of the Arts Building towards the main entrance,
where students bundled up in coats and scarves were coming down the
steps and hurrying off in different directions in the chill air.
Below the steps, on the island in the middle of the road, the
statue of the university founder looked forlorn on its bed of
fallen leaves, clusters of them spiralling up into the air now with
the wind.

‘So, man?  What’s
up?’

‘Not a lot, Joub.
 Just the usual.’

‘What’s the usual?’

Beccles thought of the
alarm bells that the sound of Joubert’s voice had set off in him
just now when he first heard it.  He’d been dreading this –
running into his friend again – even though he knew it was bound to
happen sooner or later. Joubert didn’t know it, but a couple of
weeks before and since they’d last seen eachother – the day Cass
slipped out for groceries, that’s how he remembered it – something
had come up. Something that meant that as far as he was concerned
things weren’t quite the same between him and Joubert any more.

‘The usual’s the
usual, Joub,’ Beccles went now.  ‘Another godawful lecture I
wish I’d never bothered with. All it did was make my crotch itch.
Some braindead up at the podium looking like he wanted to be
rescued and a roomful of also-rans scribbling down what he was
telling them like their lives depended on it.  I dunno.
 Don’t they understand what this place is doing to them?
 Can’t they see how they’re just leeching after things they
should be laughing at?  Sometimes I wonder why I go on hanging
round the university. Sometimes I wonder what good it’s doing
me.’

‘Steady on, man,’
Joubert went now in his good-humoured way. ‘You’re just having one
of those days.  I guess we’ve all got our gripes.  But
you’ve got to think – okay, maybe this place isn’t all it’s cracked
up to be, but at least it’s giving us the kick-start we need.
  At least it’s giving us our Bachelor’s.’

‘I guess.’

‘I
mean, you wouldn’t want to try taking on the world without one, eh
man?  Take me for instance. Without a degree, what sort
of chance would I have of getting the counselling job I want – you
know, trying to help people who need it, people like the inmates in
the penitentiary at St Vincent-de-Paul or the Indians on the
reserve out at Chocknawaga?

‘I guess.’

‘And
what you’ve got to remember, man, is that in your case it isn’t
gonna be just any old Bachelor’s either.  All those fabulous
grades you’ve always got.  Tabernacle, man! It’s an open secret
what they think of you over in the Faculty Club.  You’re gonna
walk out of here in a few months’ time with the kind of degree the
rest of us would give both our balls for.’

Beccles didn’t answer.  He and Joubert fell silent.
 They’d turned the corner at the eastern end of the Arts
Building now and were following the campus road as it curved and
dropped down to the Divinity Hall Gate on University St.  The
November chill pressed around them as they went, and overhead the
greyish-white sky was ominously heavy. Glancing up at it, Beccles
thought of the first snow. It didn’t look like it’d be long in
coming now.  He thought about
mentioning this to Joubert but then he didn’t.  The silence
between them grew.  And the longer it went on, the more he
realized he lacked the will to end it. This thing that’d come up a
couple of weeks back the day Cass slipped out for the groceries,
this thing that meant he couldn’t see Joubert as quite the same
friend any more – it was all he could think about now. He’d told
himself when he next saw Joubert he’d push it to the back of his
mind and behave normally, he’d pretend that things were just as
they used to be. But somehow now the sheer physical presence of his
friend beside him was making that impossible.

‘Anyway, man, like I
say I haven’t seen you in a while,’ Joubert went finally, when the
silence between them had become too obvious to ignore.
 ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  A couple of
weeks at least it must be now since you last called round.
  That’s not like you.’

Beccles thought of Joubert’s room on Peel St.
 He’d taken it a couple of years back when he moved out
of his parents’ place in Outremont to be closer to the campus.
Ever since then Beccles had made a regular habit
of calling in to see him on his way back to the old doll’s in the
evenings.  But there was no way he wanted to set foot in
Joubert’s room now.  Not any more.  Not after this thing
that’d come up.

‘I’m sorry, Joub.
 It isn’t that I wasn’t meaning to drop by.’

‘I’ve been really
worried about you, man.  I was even thinking of calling the
old doll, as you call her.’

‘I’ve been over at the
frat-house a lot,’ Beccles heard himself say now, wondering how
much Joubert believed him.  ‘There’s always stuff to do there
at this time of year.’

‘Sure, man.’ Joubert
sounded a bit dejected. ‘I understand.  Don’t worry about
it.’

They were dropping
down the slope towards the Divinity Hall Gate.   To the right,
through the trees, the fields of the lower campus stretched away
towards Sherbrooke St in the distance.  As he gazed at it now,
Beccles could feel Joubert beside him mulling over this latest
exchange between them.

‘Anyway I guess it’s
been happening for some time,’ Joubert went finally.  ‘You
know, our paths gradually widening and all that.’  He was
trying to sound philosophical, although underneath Beccles sensed
hurt.   ‘Ever since we came to the university in fact.
What with you taking Arts and in your final year and me changing to
Social Work and still having a year to go.  Then you joining a
fraternity and me not.  And you with your books and me with my
curling and my music.  All those things.  I guess it was
inevitable that sooner or later we’d end up seeing less of each
other.  It’s what this place does to people.’

‘Come on, man,’
Beccles heard himself go now as he tried to sound up-beat. ‘We’re
still good friends, aren’t we?’

Joubert smiled, a
little ruefully at first but then gradually with more reassurance
as the last remark took hold.  ‘Look it, man!’ he went now,
his soft grey eyes suddenly brightening as he turned towards
Beccles.  ‘How about some lunch together? It’s been a while
since we’ve done that.’

‘I guess I’d better
take a rain-check,’ Beccles went quickly, trying to think of an
excuse. He didn’t want to have lunch with Joubert.  Not now.
 Not today.  ‘They’re expecting me up at the frat-house.
  I’m on my way there now.’

‘Come on, man!’ Joubert urged.
‘Forget Gamma Chi for once.  We could head over to the
Mansfield Tavern. Meat pies and fries and a couple of draft. You
look like you could do with some of that. I’ll treat you. What
say?’

‘It isn’t that I don’t
want to, Joub. Cept I promised the brethren.’

Joubert went quiet.
 Beccles knew he’d disappointed him.  They continued on
down the slope in silence.  They were approaching the black
iron grills of the Divinity Hall Gate now.  This was where
he’d swing left up University towards Gamma Chi.  He was
hoping Joubert would be going the other way.

‘Listen man,’ he heard
himself go finally as they came up to the gates, looking to appease
before they parted.  ‘It’s not that I don’t want to have lunch
together or anything.  It’s just that the brethren get upset
if you don’t show when you’re supposed to.  And I’m late
already.  Let’s make it another time, okay?’

‘I’ve
said this before, I know,’ Joubert went now after a pause, still
looking crestfallen, ‘but that’s something I could never understand
about you, man – how you could end up joining a fraternity.  
Even after three years I still can’t see you mixing with
those pampered sons of the Anglophone Montréal establishment.’

‘Come
on, Joub. Gamma Chi’s no big deal. It’s only somewhere to
hang out.’

Joubert didn’t respond
to this. ‘Anyway,’ he said finally after a pause, reaching up to
pull at the rim of his tuque so it covered the tips of his ears,
‘if we can’t have lunch together, at least I can walk up University
with you.  I was going up to the School of Social Work on Pine
so it’s on my way.’

‘Sure,’ Beccles heard
himself say weakly, trying to hide his unease at knowing he’d have
to be with Joubert for a few more minutes yet.

Through the gates now,
they swung left and began climbing University St.  Ahead of
them, under the cliffs of Mont Royal grim against the winter sky,
grey-stone townhouses stretched up towards the Pine Avenue lights
at the top. Through the traffic Beccles could see Gamma Chi a block
higher up on the far side, just beyond where Prince Arthur went off
to the right. It still seemed a long way off.  There were all
the other frat-houses to pass first – the Omega Lambda’s and the
Phi Delta’s and then the Kappa Epsilon’s – before they finally
reached it.

‘Is
anything wrong, man?’ Joubert asked suddenly after they’d walked a
little way and another edgy silence had started to build between
them. ‘You’re not saying much.  You
don’t seem to be yourself today.’

‘Like you said, I
guess.  It must be one of those days.’

There was another
pause.  Joubert tugged at his nose through his glove – that
habit he had when he felt self-conscious. ‘Can I ask you something,
man? You know when you said just now we were still good friends –
did you mean that?’

‘Come on, Joub!’
Beccles heard himself go now as they came level with Omega Lambda
across the street.  ‘You really think I didn’t?’

Joubert’s face
suddenly brightened as he turned to him again.  ‘I don’t want
you to think I’ve gone all soft or anything, man.  Cept you
don’t know what it means to me to hear you say that – that we’re
still good friends.  I mean, dimes-to-doughnuts there can’t be
many guys who’ve kicked around together as long as the two of us
have.  Eh man?’

‘I guess not.’

‘Do you ever think
back, man?  You know, when we were first getting to know
eachother. Grade Eight it was.  The boys-only in
Notre-Dame-de-Grace. You’d just arrived in Canada and you still had
your fringe.  Do you ever think back to those days?’

‘I guess.’

‘I
do.  All the time.  I mean, I know my parents
didn’t make it easy for me, sending me to an English private school
like that. As a French-Canadian I was always going to have a rough
time. But I don’t blame my parents. They were only doing what they
thought was best. At least the experience didn’t turn me into a
radical. At least it didn’t make me a separatist or anything like
that. And then again if I hadn’t gone to that boys-only I wouldn’t
have met you. Some times we had together, eh man, when you think
back.’

‘I guess.’

‘Eh man? Grade Eight and right on up through Grade Eleven.
 Hardly a day goes by when I’m not reminded of
them.’

‘I guess.’

Joubert let out a little chuckle.  ‘That fairy who took
us for poetry. Candles & Crackers we used to call him.
 All the hell we used to raise in his class.
 I remember how
you’d take off that little squeak of a voice of his down in the
locker-room afterwards. “Listen, my beauties,” you’d go.
“Listen as I read you the immortal lines. Hear how the music
of the muse beckons. Hear how brilliantly it speaks out to us....”
You were brilliant. You were better than the
original.’

‘I dunno about
that.’

‘Then
the hockey games at the Forum we used to go to,’ Joubert went on,
warming to his topic as the memories took hold.  ‘Lining up
for tickets at the St Luc St wicket on the morning of the game. A
buck seventy-five.  The standing room behind the Blue
section.  The Montréal Canadiens were flying in those days, eh
man?

‘I guess.’

‘Then those weekends
up north.  Remember them?  Horsing around in the canoe on
the lake.  Skiing in the winter.  And bombing around in
my old man’s Studebaker once I got my licence in Grade Eleven.
 Remember that dancing joint out at Point-au-Pic we used to
drive out to on Saturday nights?  Then ending up early Sunday
morning downtown at Ben’s on Ste Catherine because it was the only
place still open.  Shakes and burgers with big licks of
mustard and relish.  You couldn’t say we haven’t lived a bit,
eh?

‘I guess.’

There was another
silence.  Beccles knew he wasn’t matching Joubert’s enthusiasm
for their old times together.  He started looking up and down
the street for a break in the traffic to cross over and be on the
right side for Gamma Chi.  When one came he moved off the
sidewalk.  Joubert followed.

‘You’re sure there’s
nothing wrong, man,’ Joubert went when they reached the other side
of the street just below the Phi Delta’s.

‘I told you,
Joub.’

‘But like I said
you’re quiet today.’

‘I’m always quiet.’

‘But not like this.
 I don’t know you like this.’

Beccles gave a little
shrug but said nothing.  As they walked on he could feel
Joubert giving him a long searching look.

‘Tabernacle, man! I dunno
know how to say this,’ he went finally, half apologetically. ‘I
mean, I’m no great shakes, I know that. Nobody’s ever gonna get
sore hands clapping my achievements.  But I do get hunches
about people.  Maybe it’s the French in me.’

‘What’re you saying,
man?’

‘Look it! Don’t get me
wrong.  I don’t want you to think I’m trying
to interfere or anything.  But is there something going on?
 Is there something you’re not telling me?’

They’d reached Kappa
Epsilon.  It wasn’t much further to Gamma Chi now.  They
only had to cross Prince Arthur and they were virtually there.
 ‘Why d’you say that, Joub?’

‘I dunno, man.’ Joubert
reached up and tugged at his nose again.  ‘You’re just different today.  It’s got nothing to do with you
not wanting to have lunch together.  Or with you not dropping
round to see me recently.  Or with you growing a beard.
 It’s got nothing to do with any of that.  It’s just –
well – today you don’t seem to be the guy I know.  From the
moment we met I’ve felt it. You’ve hardly said a word.
 Somehow I get the feeling you’d rather not be with me.
 Like I’m just a drag to you or something.’

Beccles threw up a
hand in mock defence.  ‘Come on, Joub!  You know that’s
not true. You just caught me off-guard that’s all.’

Joubert said nothing.
 Beccles knew he had to do better. ‘The thing is, man,’ he
heard himself go on now, ‘ever since you bumped into me back there
outside the Arts Building I’ve been wondering whether I should tell
you this.  It’s – well it’s about what you were talking about
just now – the kick-start you say the university’s giving us.’

‘Go on, man.’

‘Well, there was this
ad in the Gazette this morning. The Royal Dominion Bank are looking
for new graduates to start career positions from next May.  I
read it and I thought, you know, what the fuck. Nothing ventured
nothing gained and all that. So on my way down to the campus this
morning I stopped off at the Royal Dominion branch on Metcalfe and
picked up an application form. I’m going to get it off later
today.’

Joubert was suddenly transformed. He stopped dead
in his tracks and turned to face Beccles again,
his eyes wide with excitement. ‘Now you’re talking, man,’
he went. ‘I was wondering when you were
going to start putting that Bachelor’s-to-be to work for you. The
Royal Dominion! Tabernacle, man! You don’t do things by
halves. They’re the biggest bank in Montréal. In all of Canada if
it comes to that. Now you’re really
talking. Why didn’t you tell me before? Why has it taken me
all this time to get it out of you?’

‘I was afraid you
wouldn’t approve, Joub. I was afraid you’d say the Royal Dominion
was too Anglophone Montréal Establishment, to use your
expression.’

‘Come on, man. Who am I
to pass judgement? It’s you we’re talking about and you’re my
friend. If a job in a bank’s what you want, then a job in a bank’s
what I want for you.’

‘Don’t get too carried
away, Joub.  It might all come to nothing.  They might
not even offer me anything.’

‘What’re you saying, man? Tabernacle! When the bank people get
their hands on your application they’re gonna be pissing themselves
with excitement. Those grades you’re gonna get, that touch of the
Olde-Worlde about you. You’ve got the ticket, man. And how!’
Joubert suddenly reached out and slapped him on the shoulder.
 ‘The Royal Dominion! They’ll lap you up.  Believe me,
they’ll lap you up big-time.’

‘Hold on, Joub.
 Like I say I haven’t even…’

‘Of
course they’ll have to put you through the selection process,’
Joubert went now, cutting Beccles off in his eagerness.  ‘Even
if everything’s a foregone conclusion when they see your
application.  They’ll have to go through the motions.
 Just to show they’re being fair to other applicants. There’ll
be an interview.  It’s something we’ll need to talk about.
 Okay, man.  Don’t get me wrong.  I know you know
your stuff.  I know you’ll breeze through all the
questions.  But it’s the other things I’m thinking about – you
know – how you look and stuff, your appearance.  This is the
Royal Dominion we’re talking about.  You’ve
got to look the part, eh man?’

‘I guess.’

‘You know what I mean.
 Suit and tie and everything.  I can lend you stuff if
you like. You’ve got to be right for this.’

They’d finally reached
Gamma Chi now.  They were standing at the foot of the steps
that led up off the street to the door.  Joubert had downed
his briefcase.  Beccles made a point of not doing the
same.

‘Listen, Joub,’ he
went now, ‘I’ve got to go.’  He nodded towards the Gamma Chi
steps.  ‘They’re expecting me in there and like I say I’m late
already.’

The crestfallen look
returned briefly to Joubert’s face.   ‘Sure, man.  I
understand.  I guess I was just getting excited thinking about
you and this bank job.’

‘Are you gonna be in
tonight?’ Beccles heard himself say now, feeling he couldn’t leave
without giving Joubert something to go away with.

‘If
you’re saying you’re gonna come round, man, I’ll make sure I am.
 Top of Peel St, number sixteen.  The dark-brown door.
 You know it like I do.  You’ll have the application off
by then.  We can celebrate.  I’ll get some
Vin Rouge in.  We
can drink to the budding banker in you.  And play some music
if you like.  You know I’ve finally got my player fixed?
Remember how the turntable arm wouldn’t retract when the record was
finished?  Well it’s working fine again now.  We can
listen to this new folk group I’ve found. Or anything you
like.’

‘I’ll be over if I
can,’ Beccles heard himself say, trying to sound as if he at least
half-meant it.  He knew it’d been a mistake to mention calling
on him.  He knew he wouldn’t go through with it.

‘I know you’re not
just saying that, man,’ Joubert went.  ‘And it’d mean so much
to me if you dropped round.  Like I said it’s been a
while.’

Beccles was looking
pointedly towards the Gamma Chi steps again.  ‘Sure,
Joub.’

Joubert reached out and rested his gloved hand on Beccles’
arm.  ‘And look it, man. I’m sorry about what I said just now.
 You know.  About your being different today. About you
not being yourself and all.  I know why now.  This
application to the Royal Dominion.  It’s a big step.  I
understand.’  There was a pause.  He kept his hand on
Beccles’ arm but suddenly dropped his eyes.  ‘There’s just one
thing I want to say about today, man.  Don’t think I’m going
all soft or anything again.  I figured I could tell you over
lunch but since that’s not gonna happen I’ll say it now.’
 Beccles felt Joubert looking back at him now with that same
searching look as he went on.  ‘You haven’t dropped round for
a couple of weeks and I dunno whether our paths are widening
or not.  But that’s not gonna change anything as far as
I’m concerned.  You’re still my friend.  Whatever
happens.   I still want to be there for you.  Always.
 You mean one helluva lot to me.  I
want you to know that.’

‘Sure, Joub.’

‘I mean that, man.’

Joubert picked up his
briefcase.  Without another word he turned then and began to
move away up University St towards the lights at Pine.
 Watching him in his old jeans and his tuque with the bobble,
Beccles couldn’t help thinking about all those things that’d always
drawn him to Joubert – his bonhomie and his charity and his
wholesome uncomplicated candour – all those things he’d shown again
just now.  And suddenly Beccles wanted to do something to make
up for his coolness during their walk – for all he’d said that he
didn’t mean, for all he’d covered up, for allowing this thing
that’d come up to get between them. Suddenly he wanted to
shout something after him.  Something bold and
outrageous. Something that would reassure him that everything was
still the same between them.  The same as it always had
been.

But nothing came.
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Lunch was already over
at Gamma Chi. Beccles could tell from the din coming out of the
living-room as he stepped inside the door. The brethren always
gathered there for after-lunch coffee before drifting back down to
the campus for two o’clocks. He crossed the entrance lobby and made
his way down the hall. There was a good crowd in today, he noted as
he glanced briefly into the living-room as he passed. Groups of
brethren were lounging about the couches along the walls and
standing in front of the mantlepiece and by the round table that
filled the bay window, sucking on weeds and engaged in lively
banter as they waited for Ferenc, the janitor, to bring up the
coffee from the kitchen in the basement.

Beccles continued down
the hall to the cloakroom at the end. Stashing his briefcase in a
corner among a load of others, he turned to the opposite wall where
a cluster of coats hung bunched along a row of pegs. High on the
wall above the coats was an old annual photograph of the brethren.
The Astral Mater’s own chosen, as they were called in the mystic
parlance. He looked up at it now as he peeled off his tuque and
gloves and began unfastening his duffel-coat do-ups.
Nineteen-fifty-nine – the year he pledged – the photograph was
taken. He found his face among the others. He was grinning his
Olde-Worlde grin, and somehow today it looked even more incongruous
than usual among the grimly sober expressions of emergent manhood
that surrounded it.

Beccles’ attention was
diverted to the living-room where the noise of voices was suddenly
overtaken by the sound of the record-player starting up. Let’s
Twist Again. Chubby Checker was all the rage these days, he
reminded himself as he shrugged his way out of his coat and draped
it over an already-overloaded peg. He suddenly thought of the Limbo
Rock party he’d asked Cass to that first time he called her, when
he wasn’t even sure she’d remember him after their first brief
encounter at the blood drive. The Chubby Checker LP was played over
and over that evening.

Coming out of the
cloakroom, Beccles took the stairs that led down into the basement
dining-room. As he rounded the bannister head at the bottom, he
found a group of brethren sitting over uncleared plates at the end
of one of the long tables. Exclamations rang out as they saw
him.

‘Ah! So here he is at
last!’

‘The little Limey small
fry!’

‘Praise be to the
Astral Mater!’

‘We haven’t seen you
for days, small fry. We’d just about given you up for dead.’

Little Limey small
fry! This particular group of brethren had always called him
those things, Beccles thought as he crossed the dining-room towards
Moore and Schaal on one side of the table and Bengough on the
other; and Drakakis, the fraternity Treasurer, at the top. They
must’ve decided to sit on after lunch for a private chat after the
rest of the brethren had trooped back upstairs. Drakakis was
puffing on an old meerschaum, Bengough and Moore had filter kings
on the go, and all four of them were smartly turned-out in tweed
jackets and tab-collar shirts and Gamma Chi ties – that
mellowed-out collegiate look that always made Beccles feel more
grubby than ever in his turtle-neck and sweater and rumpled cords.
Like Joubert, these guys went back to those first New-World days
when he’d just stepped off the Cunarder. Grade Eight at the
boys-only in Notre-Dame-de-Grace where they’d all been classmates
together. Little Limey small fry! Funny how the name had
stuck all this time.

‘Hic sum in corpore et
spiritu hic!’ Beccles went, grinning his grin as he pulled up at
the table where they were sitting. He knew he wouldn’t be able to
get past them into the kitchen without stopping first for a bit of
banter.

‘So what brings you
here, small fry?’ Bengough began. ‘How come we’re being honoured
with one of your rare visits?’

‘He’s probably looking
to scrounge some crumbs from lunch,’ Moore threw in. ‘Growing a
beard doesn’t stop you getting hungry, eh?’

‘If you can call that
mess on his face a beard,’ Schaal added in his whiny voice. He was
the only one not smoking. He was supposed to have some kind of
heart condition.

‘Anyhow small fry,’
Bengough went on as he trimmed the ash from his filter-king, ‘now
that you’ve shown your face at last, there’s something we want to
ask you.’

‘That’s right, small
fry,’ Moore went on. ‘You know how the first snow’s supposed to be
on the way. Well, that’s got us thinking about the university
winter carnival and the ice-statue contest.’

‘It’s the one
competition Gamma Chi’s never won,’ Schaal put in.

‘Not even once in all
our history,’ Moore added. ‘Astral Mater ever merciful! That’s
nothing to be proud of. Not for a prestigious frat-house like
us.’

‘Anyway the upshot of
it all is – us guys’ve decided to do something about it,’ Bengough
went, flicking at his filter-king again. ‘To put the record
straight, once and for all.’ He suddenly threw out his hands in a
grand sweeping gesture that took in all four of them as they sat
there. ‘What you’re looking at here, small fry, is the newly-formed
Gamma Chi Ice Statue Committee! Moore, Schaal and me. Under the
guidance of our esteemed chairman, of course.’

They all turned to
Drakakis, sitting there sucking on his meerschaum and broodily
fingering his tobacco pouch on the table in front of him. Drakakis
claimed to have inherited the meerschaum from his old man, Beccles
remembered, and he seemed to be smoking it more and more now. He
probably thought it boosted his chances of moving above Treasurer
in the Gamma Chi pecking order when the next election for officers
came round. He hadn’t spoken since Beccles came in, but he was
shifting his heavy frame about in his chair now, a sure sign that
something was coming.

‘Well!’ he went after a
pause. ‘Go on! Tell the little Limey-loser!’

‘That’s right, small
fry,’ Bengough went quickly, pulling on his filter-king and eager
to take up Drakakis’s prompt. ‘We were gonna ask you if you’d like
to come in on the Committee with us.’

Bengough’s suggestion
brought another little flurry from Moore and Schaal.

‘We thought you’d be
just the guy to help out. You with all your Olde-Worlde
credentials.’

‘We thought you could
use that brain of yours to give us a few ideas for the statue.’

‘Something different is
what we’re looking for.’

‘We want to get away
from the usual Carnival-Knight-on-his-Charger type of thing. We
want to do something clever. Something with a political slant.’

‘Jean Drapeau for
example. Our very own Johnny Flag. Something about him maybe. He’s
only a frog, but he’s far and away the best mayor Montreal’s ever
had. See how he bounced back after getting kicked out of City Hall
and got things moving again. Look at the Trans-Canada Highway and
these massive construction projects like Place Victoria and Place
Bonaventure. Astral Mater ever merciful! And now this latest plan
to move mountains in the St Lawrence and build islands for the Expo
‘67 site. Whole mountains for fuck’s sake! You gotta admit, for a
frog that’s smart. They say the French don’t like him, but
sure-as-hell they’re gonna end up erecting statues to him. And you
better believe it.’

‘Or maybe we could do
something about Kennedy and the Cuba missile crisis.’

‘Or Kruschev banging
his shoe on the table at the UN.’

‘But then whatever we
do we need to work it up into a carnival theme,’ Bengough went as
he rounded off. ‘And that’s something else we thought you could
help out on, small fry. So how about it, eh? How about coming in on
the Committee?’

‘With you on board we’d
have a sure-fire chance of winning.’

‘And winning the
Ice-Statue contest would really help our chairman. You know he’s
running for Archigos in the election next March.’

They all looked back at
Drakakis, but he’d gone broody over his meerschaum again and didn’t
seem to be listening.

‘That’s right, small
fry. We figure if our statue won he’d be a shoo-in for the top job
at Gamma Chi. So how about it, eh?’

Beccles silently
groaned to himself. This wasn’t doing anything for his belly-howl.
He should’ve known that coming to Gamma Chi he was going to run
into something like this. But just as he was looking for a way-out,
there was a sudden distraction. The music had stopped up in the
living-room and there was a volley of angry voices coming down the
stairs.

‘Ferenc! What the
fuck’re you doing down there in that kitchen? Where’s the
coffee!’

‘It’s twenty-of
already!’

‘You’re supposed to
have it upstairs and served by one-thirty!’

Beccles waited for the
commotion to die down. He could feel Bengough and the others
looking at him. Despite the disturbance he knew their question
about joining the committee wasn’t going to go away. The last thing
he wanted was to get roped in, but he had to be diplomatic about
how he told them.

‘I’ll need to think
about it,’ he heard himself go at last when the shouts from
upstairs had subsided, hoping it’d be enough to allow him to escape
and go and hunt for some grub.

But as he made to move
past them towards the swing-door that led through into the kitchen
and the larder beyond, Drakakis began shifting about in his chair
again. It was enough to bring Bengough back to what they’d been
talking about. ‘Actually, small fry, we were hoping you’d do more
than just think about it,’ he went. ‘We were hoping you’d say yes,
right now while we’re all together. Then we can go upstairs and
announce ourselves to the rest of the brethren – the Gamma Chi
Ice-Statue Committee, with you on board as creative director.’

Moore and Schaal came
in on cue behind him.

‘Fact of the matter is,
small fry, we figure you’d be doing yourself a pile of good if you
came in on the committee.’

‘That’s right. We
figure it’d help raise your profile round here.’

‘There’s brethren
upstairs who feel you’re not pulling your weight any more. They say
your commitment to the Astral Mater isn’t what it ought to be.’

‘Nothing personal,
small fry, cept you know what they’re talking about. The way you’re
going around campus these days. The beard and stuff. The scruffy
look. They’re asking why you can’t look more like a Gamma Chi, more
like you’re one of us.’

Suddenly there was
silence. The little flurry seemed to have run its course. Beccles
looked at Drakakis at the top of the table – his shaggy black hair,
his dark brooding eyes, his simmering saturnine looks that
constantly threatened to turn explosive. For the past moments he’d
sat heavy and motionless in his chair, but the silence round the
table seemed to trigger something in him again.

‘Well!’ he barked now.
‘His looks aren’t the only thing, for fuck’s sake! Tell him!’

‘That’s right, small
fry,’ Bengough went, the first to be heard again after Drakakis’s
intervention. ‘The brethren upstairs’re saying you’re not showing
your face enough. Nowhere near enough.’

‘They say you don’t
even come to mystic meetings any more.’

There was a pause.
Beccles could feel them all looking hard at him. He knew he had to
come up with some sort of excuse for his recent absence, and it
wouldn’t be too smart to tell them the truth – that since he’d
started seeing Cass nothing else much mattered any more.

‘Come on, you guys,’ he
heard himself go finally. ‘This is my last year. I’ve got finals in
the spring. I need to work.’

‘Finals!’ Bengough
scoffed. ‘You’re just trying to show us up, small fry. Just because
you didn’t have to repeat a year like the rest of us.’

‘And anyway if
you’re worried about work with that powerhouse on your
shoulders, where does that leave the rest of us?’

‘That’s right. Your
work’s no reason to keep you away from Gamma Chi. Astral Mater ever
merciful! The last time we saw you round here was that Limbo Rock
Party, and that was weeks ago now, eh?’

‘And even then you
didn’t hang around long.’

‘That’s right, small
fry. You and that tuft you were with. The one from Jamaica.’

‘Some dish she was,
eh?’

‘The way she kept
tugging down on her sweater to show off her boobs.’

‘No bra either. We all
had to double-take. We couldn’t believe it at first.’

‘And don’t think we
didn’t notice how you snuck her out early.’

‘Couldn’t wait to get
her back to her place, eh? Couldn’t wait to get her in the
sack?’

‘Tell us, small fry.
Did she lick it out – your little Limey poker – did she go down on
you?’

‘She’d be pretty good
at that, eh? With that million-dollar mouth of hers? Astral Mater
ever merciful! Don’t think we don’t know.’

Suddenly Beccles wasn’t
grinning his grin any more. Even if they were only trying to wind
him up, this was more than harmless banter now. He needed to move
on before he rose to the bait and seriously lost his cool. But
again, just as he was about to make his move towards the swing-door
into the kitchen it was eased open from the other side. It was
Ferenc with his full tray of coffee, on his way up to the
living-room. He was negotiating the door backwards, pushing it open
with his buttocks as he came. Short, thickset, and slightly
stooping in his patched-up cardigan and baggy trousers, he turned
carefully with his loaded tray once he was through the door and
shuffled silently past them as he crossed to the stairs.

‘Can’t trust that
Slavic slouch further than you can throw him,’ Drakakis went with
dismissive contempt, loud enough for Ferenc to hear as he rounded
the bannister and began climbing the stairs. Turn your back and
things’ll go missing.’

Again his remark drew
another flurry of follow-up from the others.

‘That’s right. He needs
watching all the time.’

‘Must’ve been on the
piss again last night too. You can always tell. That hangdog look.
It’s a sure-fire sign he’s coming off a bender.’

‘And someone ought to
tell him to take a bath. Did you catch the BO on him as he
passed?’

‘His woman and girl as
well. They all smell the same.’

‘Too bad about the
girl. Pretty little ass on it.’

‘She knows it too.’

‘And only thirteen.
Give her a bit longer and she’ll be ripe for the sack.’

Ferenc had finally
disappeared up the stairs. He must’ve overheard every word they’d
said, Beccles thought. Already ruffled by how they’d talked about
Cass, the way they were going on about Ferenc bugged him as well.
But he knew it wouldn’t do him any good if he spoke out.

‘Well, I’ll see you
guys around,’ he said, looking to take advantage of the distraction
caused by Ferenc to finally make his move past them into the
kitchen. ‘I’m off to find myself some grub.’

‘Not just yet you’re
not.’ This was Drakakis again, shooting Beccles one of his dark
vengeful come-here-and-say-that looks. His pipe had gone out. He
was feeling round his pockets for his Zippo. ‘Tell him what he
needs to know about that Jamaican tuft he brought to the Limbo
Rock,’ he barked now at the others. ‘Go on! Tell the little Limey
loser!’

‘That’s right, small
fry,’ Bengough went quickly, anxious to be the first to rally to
the prompt again. ‘Before you go scrounging for crumbs in the
larder, there’s something you need to know about that tuft.’ He
looked at Drakakis before going on. ‘There’s nigger in her.’

‘We don’t know what
she’s told you about her roots, small fry,’ Moore went on. ‘But you
don’t want to be deceived by her white skin. Take another look at
the flat nose, the high cheek bones, the big lips. They’re the
give-away.’

‘That’s right, small
fry,’ Schaal threw in. ‘We’ve been round this neck of the woods a
bit longer than you have. We know a nigger tuft when we see
one.’

There was an uneasy
pause. Clouds of pipe-smoke began drifting over the table as
Drakakis relit his meerschaum. Beccles saw them all turn to him now
as he stirred heavily in his chair again, a sure sign that another
barked prompt would be on the way if the point he wanted them to
make wasn’t driven home.

‘And that’s something
else you’ve got to know, small fry,’ Bengough broke in quickly.
‘The Astral Mater doesn’t approve of niggers.’

‘She’s pretty liberal
about most things, eh? Normally she wouldn’t care what kind of tuft
you show up with round here. Latvian, Luthuanian, Lower fucking
Slobovian and She wouldn’t give a rat’s ass.’

‘Cept She draws the
line at niggers. Even you must know that.’

‘The Astral Mater’s got
standards, small fry. And nigger tuft doesn’t exactly measure
up.’

‘That’s why it wouldn’t
be too smart to bring that Jamaican tuft round here again.’

‘That’s right, small
fry. You’d be doing yourself a bit favour if you found someone else
to bring to Gamma Chi parties in the future. Take a look around
campus. Turn the full three-sixty degrees. There’s loads of horny
home-bred tuft about. Astral Mater ever merciful! The campus is
heaving with it.’

‘And all of it dying to
get asked out.’

‘Even by a little Limey
small fry like you.’

‘Not that we want to
run your social life or anything, eh small fry?’ Bengough came in
again now, tapping his filter-king against the rim of the ashtray
in the middle of the table as he spoke. ‘Not that we’re trying to
tell you who you can date and who you can’t.’

‘It’s just that we
wouldn’t want that nigger tuft to come between you and what matters
most to you.’

‘That’s right, small
fry. We wouldn’t want her to ruin your relationship with the Astral
Mater.’

There was another
pause. Beccles said nothing. He was starting to get seriously
rattled now. It wasn’t to be talked at like this that he’d come to
Gamma Chi for his midday grub. Was this going to be one of those
days when he’d end up wondering why the fuck he’d ever pledged in
the first place? He suddenly felt like a weed. But he knew if he
lit up now it’d show the others he was rising to their bait, and he
didn’t want that. So he had to content himself with shrugging and
thrusting his hands deep into his cord pockets.

‘Like we say it’s for
your sakes we’re telling you this, small fry. You know what Gamma
Chi means to you. We just wouldn’t want to see you let anything get
in the way of that.’

‘The Astral Mater,
small fry. She thinks the world of you.’

‘That’s right. You only
have to think of what She’s done for you since She made you one of
Her own chosen, eh?’

‘And She’s not asking
much in return.’

‘Only that you stay faithful.’

‘And that you show it
to Her sometimes.’

‘That’s why the way for
you to go right now, small fry,’ Bengough went, seizing the
opportunity to round off as he looked again at Drakakis, ‘ – apart
from cleaning up your looks and showing your face more often and
joining our Ice-Statue Committee like we’ve said – is to keep away
from that nigger...’

Schaal’s whine suddenly
cut off in mid-sentence. He’d been distracted by the sound of
slippered feet. They all turned. Ferenc was coming back down the
stairs with his empty tray. Beccles watched the others staring at
him as he stepped off the bottom stair and shuffled past them
towards the kitchen. He kept his eyes on the floor, his expression
pained yet resigned at the same time, as if there was no defence
against the derisive comments he knew would be coming as soon as he
was past them.

‘Going back in that
kitchen to pick his Slavic ass,’ Drakakis went now as Ferenc pushed
through the swing-door, again loud enough for Ferenc to hear.

‘That’s right,’
Bengough followed up. ‘Picking his ass is just about all he’s good
for.’

‘Just because he got
chased out of his own country,’ Schaal echoed. ‘Hungary or wherever
the fuck it was. Why does that mean Canada has to get lumbered with
him?’

‘And of all the places
in Canada,’ Bengough went now as he ground out his filter-king in
the ashtray, ‘why the hell did he have to end up at Gamma Chi?
Leeching off our good will and not doing half the things we pay him
for. You can yell and scream at him all day about the piss-poor job
he’s doing, and he just looks at you like there’s something wrong
with you.’

‘That’s right,’ Moore
threw in. ‘He seems to think that because we’ve taken him in he’s
some kind of privileged house-guest. As if it’s some kind of
charity for refugees we’re running here.’

‘Goddamn bookmatches!’
Beccles suddenly erupted as the match he’d ripped out repeatedly
failed to fire. ‘They never work!’ The weed he’d been thinking
about earlier. He hadn’t been able to put if off any longer. He
threw out the dud match and went for another.

‘And aside from nigger
tuft that’s something else that’s not welcome round here.’ This was
Drakakis again, shooting Beccles another vengeful look as he spoke.
‘Those filthy frog things he poisons us with.’

‘The Gitanes
you’re smoking these days,’ Bengough put in quickly, looking at the
weed dangling from Beccles’ mouth. ‘That black tobacco. That’s what
Drakakis means.’

‘That’s right, small
fry. The brethren upstairs say you only smoke it for effect.
Because you think it goes with the beard and the scruffy look.’

Beccles finally got his
second bookmatch to catch. Lighting up and gratefully drawing down,
he could feel the others watching him. They knew the weed meant he
was about to oblige them by getting involved.

‘Ferenc can probably
hear every word you’re saying through there in the kitchen,’
Beccles heard himself go now as he shook out his match and looked
round the table. ‘Don’t you ever think about what it must do to him
to hear you talking like that? Don’t you ever think about his
feelings?’

There was a pause.
Beccles saw the others look at Drakakis as if they were expecting
him to say something. But Drakakis seemed to have lost interest
like before. His meerschaum had gone out again and he was busy
cleaning it out and blowing vigorously down the stem.

‘Come on, small fry,’
Bengough said finally. ‘Ferenc is an employee for fuck’s sake. He
works for us – correction – pretends to work for us. You don’t have
to be concerned about his feelings.’

‘In any case,’ Moore
put in, ‘he’s too dumb to have feelings.’

‘That’s right,’ Schaal
went. ‘He doesn’t even know which way round to hold a newspaper.
That’s how dumb he is. He can’t even read English.’

Beccles went for his
Gitane. ‘I don’t understand how you guys can talk like
this,’ he went, unable to resist going further. ‘Ferenc’s no
different from the rest of us. He’s a human being. If you thought
about that a bit more, and if you thought about what he’s had to go
through in his life, maybe you’d realize he deserves a lot more
consideration than we’re giving him.’

‘More
consideration!’ Bengough exclaimed, leaping on Beccles’ phrase.
‘Come on, small fry. Are you out of your mind or what?’

‘That’s right, small
fry. How can you accuse us of not showing him any consideration?
Have you forgotten all the things we’ve done for him?’

‘Like taking him in for
a start.’

‘Like giving him proper
paid work.’

‘And we did that, small
fry, out of the goodness of our hearts.’

‘Ask Ferenc how many
doors they’d knocked on round the campus – him and the woman and
girl – before they came to us.’

‘That’s right. Ask him
how many frat-houses turned them away and didn’t even want to
know.’

‘But not us, small fry.
Not Gamma Chi. We were different. We let them in and looked after
them. We gave them a whole new start. We even arranged for the girl
to go to school again…’

‘And we did it for all
the reasons you’re saying, small fry. We did it because we felt for
them. Because we realized just how much they needed help.’

Beccles went for his
Gitane again. ‘We did it,’ he said, looking round the table
again as he spoke, ‘because we needed a janitor. And because we
knew Ferenc would come cheap. You guys flatter yourselves if you
think our motives were any grander. You talk about what you think
we’ve done for him, about how much you think we’ve helped him. Well
I don’t think we’ve done anything to help him. We’ve just taken
advantage of him. We’ve just exploited his helplessness as a
penniless immigrant. We give him and his family the barest minimum
they need to survive because we know we can get away with it.
Because we know they have no choice but to accept. That shack out
back where we put them up, for instance.’

‘The dreamhouse, small
fry,’ Bengough went with a chuckle. ‘Call it by its proper name at
least.’

‘It’s a kennel,’
Beccles said.

‘It’s got the
basics.’

‘And it’s more than
they had when they first showed up.’

‘And it doesn’t cost
them anything.’

‘It’s a kennel,’
Beccles repeated. ‘They deserve better. A whole lot better.’

‘But how can you say
that, small fry? When Ferenc doesn’t even do half the work we pay
him to do. When he spends most of his time in the tavern. When he
takes all we’ve done for him and throws it back in our faces.’

‘And anyway what
exactly do you mean, small fry, when you say he deserves
better?’

There was a pause. The
sound of Let’s Twist Again came floating down from upstairs
again. Beccles glanced at Drakakis at the top of the table. He’d
just sat there quietly refilling his pipe through this latest talk
about Ferenc, a look of detached unconcern on his face. He gripped
his meerschaum between his teeth now as he went for his Zippo. With
a flick of his thumb he produced a flame. His cheeks hollowed as he
sucked hard. Fresh clouds of pungent tobacco-smoke wafted across
the table again.

Beccles looked back at
the others. ‘What I mean,’ he went on now, going for his weed
again, ‘is that there’s brethren who’ve had it in for Ferenc from
the moment he first walked in here. There’s brethren who’ve gone
out of their way to make his life a misery.’

‘How can you say that,
small fry,’ Bengough replied, his voice rising with indignation,
‘when you’re hardly ever around? How would you know how he’s
treated?’

Beccles ignored this.
‘Did you see that look on his face as he went past just now?’ he
protested. ‘Didn’t that tell you how he’s treated? Didn’t that just
say it all? It’s brethren round here who’ve put that look on his
face. It’s not his fault if he has to do the work he does. It’s not
his fault if life’s treated him how it has. That’s no reason to
yell and scream at him. That’s no reason to treat him like he’s
only here to be kicked around.’

Beccles saw the others
look at the top of the table again, but Drakakis was still showing
no signs of wanting to get involved. Puffing away quietly on his
freshly-lit meerschaum, he was playing with his tobacco pouch which
he’d rolled up and put back on the table in front of him.

Bengough lit up a fresh
filter-king. ‘For someone who’s supposed to have a head on his
shoulders,’ he went finally, ‘it’s pretty sad to hear you talk like
that, small fry.’

‘That’s right,’ Moore
put in. ‘You’ve got to be twisted if you think everything that’s
wrong with Ferenc is our fault, not his.’

‘That’s exactly
what I think,’ Beccles said. ‘It is our fault. Because we
make no effort to understand what he’s been through and what a raw
deal life’s dealt him. Us with our cosy cushioned existence. How
many of us know what it’s like to see everything we own crushed by
a Russian tank, to have to flee our country with no more than the
clothes on our back?’

‘You don’t want to get
taken in by Ferenc’s sob stories about what happened to him when
the Soviets went into Hungary, small fry,’ Bengough said. ‘All that
hard-luck bullshit he strings just to try and get you to feel sorry
for him.’

‘And how many of us
know what it’s like,’ Beccles went on, ignoring Bengough again, ‘to
land up hungry and penniless somewhere where you can’t even speak
the language? Where you have to walk the streets looking for work
and take whatever you can get? How many of us? And if we did know
what it was like, maybe we wouldn’t be looking to run him down all
the time. Maybe we’d learn to make allowances, to show him more
consideration and respect like I said. There’s so much we could do
for him if we only thought about it. You guys talk about him not
being able to read a newpaper. Well, that’s something we could help
him with for a start. We could teach him to read English.’

Only Drakakis remained
unmoved at this. The others broke out with incredulous cries of
protest.

‘Teach him to
read!’

‘Are you off your
rocker, small fry? Astral Mater ever merciful! That’s the craziest
thing I’ve ever heard!’

‘That’s right, small
fry. Aren’t you carrying that good Samaritan thing of yours a bit
far? Teach him to read! Give us a break! For fuck’s sake, Ferenc is
too fucking butt-dumb to lay a table – how’s he ever gonna learn to
read English?’

As they continued to
scoff at what Beccles had suggested, first Bengough then Moore and
then Schaal kept turning to Drakakis, looking to him to endorse
their indignation. But Drakakis was still not reacting. He still
just went on sitting there puffing away and playing with his pouch,
and feigning his look of disdainful detachment as if what was being
talked about was all too trivial to be bothered with.

‘And that’s not all we
could do for him,’ Beccles heard himself go on, knowing there was
no turning back now. ‘There’s something else.’ He saw the others
look at eachother and then at Drakakis, feigning surprise as they
waited for him to continue. ‘The wage we give him’s a disgrace.
It’s not even enough to live on. We could pay him more.’

His words had the
effect he wanted – they finally got a rise out of Drakakis. Unable
to resist involvement any longer, he took his meerschaum out of his
mouth and erupted with laughter. ‘Pay him more!’ he roared,
doubling over as he threw his bulk about in his chair. ‘That’s
rich! I mean that’s really rich!’

Drakakis’s reaction was
infectious. For some moments the dining-room was filled with claps
of convulsive mocking laughter. Then as it all gradually subsided
the predictable reinforcement of Drakakis’s last remark started to
come from round the table.

‘For fuck’s sake, small
fry! That’s some way to talk. Pay him more! D’you think Gamma Chi’s
rolling in dough or something?’

‘For someone with your
Olde-Worlde credentials, that’s a pretty fucking asinine thing to
say.’

‘That’s right, small
fry. And you better believe it.’

‘And even more fucking
asinine coming from a Limey loser who’s always the last in the
whole fucking frat-house to pay his bills.’ This was Drakakis
again. All the laughter had drained out of him now and his dark
features were gripped with anger as he leant forward and took the
edge of the table with both hands. ‘Delaying each and every dues
payment till the very last day of the grace period. Ever since I’ve
been Treasurer it’s been like that. And now he wants us to pay more
to that piss-ass Slavic slouch! Who is he anyway?’ Drakakis
exploded now with that big-shot bark of his. ‘This little Limey
loser! Who shames the good name of Gamma Chi with the mess on his
face and the rags he goes around in, with that two-bit nigger tuft
he brought to our Limbo Rock party. Who never shows up at mystic
meetings. Who’s only ever here when he’s hungry. Who’s still only a
white sash, for fuck’s sake!’ Drakakis shifted about in his chair
again in his rage. ‘Three years in Gamma Chi and still only a white
sash! Who’s he to think he can breeze in here and tell us how to
treat people we pay to work for us? Who’s he to think we have to
listen to all this verbal masturbation coming out of his
little-Limey-loser white-sash mouth?’

There was an awkward
silence. The others were looking sheepishly at one another, shaken
by the intensity of Drakakis’s outburst, unsure whether they were
meant to follow it up or let it stand alone, as if saying anything
more might somehow diminish it. Watching them, Beccles went for his
Gitane. He suddenly felt a whole lot better. He’d broken
through Drakakis’s screen of detachment. He’d forced him to show
himself.

‘Brother Drak is right,
Ede,’ Bengough said finally, dropping the chummy small fry bit now
to reinforce his allegiance to Drakakis. ‘You have to think about
how much right you have to say some of these things.’

Moore and Schaal came
in behind him again.

‘That’s right, Ede.
Maybe you should think about keeping your opinions on Ferenc to
yourself.’

‘Or better yet. Maybe
you shouldn’t have any opinions at all.’

‘Especially after all
the things the rest of the brethren’re saying about you. Especially
after all the questions they’re asking about your loyalty.’

‘And especially when,
like Brother Drak says, after three years in the frat-house you’re
still only a white sash.’

‘How could you’ve let
that happen, Ede? What is it the Sacred Scrolls say? A white
sash is but a brother promised. A red sash is a brother
delivered.’

‘That’s right, Ede.
You’re not strictly speaking one of the own chosen if you’re only a
white sash. You can’t even vote at mystic meetings.’

‘Doesn’t that bother
you? All this time in Gamma Chi and you’ve never been able to
vote.’

There was a another
pause. Beccles could feel them all looking at him. In the ensuing
silence, he heard Chubber Checker’s Let’s Twist Again in the
living-room upstairs. It suddenly gave him what he needed.

‘I’ve got it…!’ he
heard himself go now as he reached forward and emphatically stubbed
out the remains of his Gitane in the ashtray on the table.
‘That idea for the ice-statue you were asking me about. How about
building a Berlin Wall in ice? On top of it we could have JFK and
Kruschev doing the Twist together. We could call it The Berlin
Twist!’

There was a stunned
silence round the table. Drakakis looked like he was still too
steamed up to hear what’d just been said. The others merely gaped
at Beccles like he was some kind of freak.

It was the chance he’d
been waiting for. He turned and moved smartly past them towards the
swing-door that led through into the kitchen. He was gone.
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The Gamma Chi larder
was dark and cold as a cave. Beccles flicked on the light as he
moved inside. He looked around. Down the one wall shelves were
crammed with all kinds of quick-to-fix grub – loaves of sliced
bread in paper packets, cans of soup and fish, tins of sweet
biscuits, half-plundered packets of chips and crackers and nuts,
macaroni noodles in shiny see-through wrappers, packets of tea and
coffee. On the opposite wall, a little way in from the door, the
fridge and then the freezer hummed ominously in the silence. Beyond
them cases of beer and other drinks were piled to the ceiling, and
at the back where the light scarcely reached, brooms and buckets
and other house-cleaning equipment lurked in the shadows.

Beccles was still
smarting from the spat with the others back in the dining-room.
Little Limey small fry, they’d called him. The
Olde-Worlde again. That part of him they could never leave alone.
That part of him that made him both special and suspect. Ever since
he’d stepped off the Cunarder it’d been like that. Little Limey
small fry! He could tell from the sarcasm in their voices as
they greeted him just now that they were in the mood to rib him a
bit, but he had no idea things were going to turn like they had.
The way they’d gone after Ferenc, for instance. And Cass. Talking
about her like she was just a cheap campus lay. Like she was the
sort who sat up on the sills in the library smoking-corridor and
swung her legs at everything male that walked by. It was only
because they were jealous that they talked like that, only because
they’d never had anything going for them like he had with her.
But knowing that didn’t make it
any easier to take. Nigger!, they’d ended up calling
her. For fuck’s sake! What did they know about her anyway? Even if
she did have black blood – which she didn’t – what difference would
that’ve made to anything? And who were they to think they could
tell him to stop seeing her? Why had he just stood there and let
them get away with all that racist crap? For fuck’s sake! Why
hadn’t he told them where to shove it?

Then the way they’d
tried to make out that everything they were saying came from the
brethren upstairs, Beccles thought as he felt the cold of the
larder press around him, when all the time it originated with them
– correction – with Drakakis. Sure-as-hell he was the source of it
all. Beccles remembered how he’d sat there at the top of the table
sucking quietly on his meerschaum with that phony look of unconcern
while the others did the talking for him. As if his decision to run
for Archigos in the spring made him too important to get involved.
Tell him!, was all he’d say in that trademark bark that used
to fill the locker-room back in Notre-Dame-de-Grace. Tell the
little Limey loser! Then the way he’d exploded at the end. When
he couldn’t keep his big-shot mouth shut any longer. When the
suggestion of increasing Ferenc’s wages finally had him firing
full-on. Astral Mater ever merciful! He’d shown his true colours
then.

Beccles reminded
himself what he’d come to the larder for. Looking up and scanning
the shelves, he saw some cans of his favourite baked beans. He
reached one down. On a shelf below there was bread. He picked out a
couple of rounds of white-sliced from an opened packet. Then a bit
further on still he saw a crunchy bar he could finish off with.

Arranging his food on
the shelf in front of him, he thought back to the things Drakakis
had said in his outburst at the end. All this verbal
masturbation coming out of his little-Limey-loser white-sash
mouth! He should’ve known Drakakis would bring up the
white-sash bit. It wasn’t the first time he’d tried to make him
feel small by doing that. The sash that had to be worn for mystic
meetings. White on the one side and red on the other. As a
newly-blooded brother you wore the sash with the white side
showing. But then you were supposed to go through a final ceremony
that entitled you to wear the more prestigious red side facing
outwards. Turning your sash, it was called in the mystic
parlance. It symbolized the final phase of your passage into the
fraternity, the end of the journey up out of the heathen darkness
into the Astral Mater’s world of celestial light. All you had to do
to turn your sash was to recite the Sacred Scrolls to someone in
the Gamma-Chi pecking order. Normally you turned your sash straight
after the blooding rites, but in Beccles’ case that was three years
ago and he still hadn’t got around to it. For some reason Drakakis
was bugged about that. For some reason he seemed to take it as a
sign of disloyalty. As a kind of betrayal almost.

Beccles crossed the
larder. Anyway what the fuck did he care about turning his sash?,
he thought as he opened the fridge and searched for a drink to wash
down his beans. He saw some quarter-pound cartons of apple juice on
one of the lower shelves and reached in to take one out. You
can’t even vote if you’re a white sash!, the whining Schaal had
said. Well so what? What did they ever vote on in mystic meetings
that were worth raising your hand for? Whoever cared about Gamma
Chi politics anyway? You had to have your head up your ass to get
worked up about things like that.

Beccles closed the
fridge. Putting his apple-juice on the shelf with the beans and the
bread and crunchy bar, he suddenly heard voices coming from the
dining-room. Drakakis and the others were moving back upstairs. He
felt a wave of relief. He didn’t want to have to go back in there
with his grub and face them again. Not after what’d just happened.
He went over to the chart on the inside of the larder door to sign
up for what he’d taken. The chart consisted of a large grid of
rectangular-shaped boxes in columns and rows. Down the left-hand
side were the names of the brethren listed in the order of pledging
– in the order in which the Astral Mater had found them, as
it was put in the mystic parlance – then at right-angles, strung
out across the top of the chart, were the food and drink items. In
the appropriate box you were supposed to make a single vertical
pencil stroke against your name for each item taken, and for each
fifth item in the same box you drew a horizontal line through the
four vertical ones. The Astral Mater’s rules.

Looking down the list
for his name, Beccles was suddenly aware of plates being clattered
in the kitchen on the other side of the larder door. Ferenc was
washing up. That was how they worked it, him and his woman as he
called her. She cooked and he cleared-up afterwards. As Beccles had
crossed through the kitchen just now on his way to the larder,
Ferenc was standing at the sink, his arms deep in dishwater,
working his way through stacks of dirty lunch plates on the counter
next to him. He hadn’t looked up as Beccles passed behind him.

Beccles had found his
name on the chart. He was running his finger horizontally along his
row now, looking up at the food items that headed the columns as he
did so. He found his box for bread. With his free hand he reached
for the pencil hanging on the string at the side of the chart. He
prepared to make his mark. But then he checked himself. He suddenly
thought – the brethren back in the dining-room – why not make them
pay for his grub? After the way they’d tried to rough him up. After
all the hurtful things they’d said. And the more he thought about
it as he stood staring at the sign-up chart, the more appealing the
idea sounded. Okay so they’d never get to know. They weren’t the
sort to put a magnifying glass to their bills and check every
little item. But even so. It was a way of getting a bit of his own
back, a way of getting even. Why not! Feeling a little rush of
excitement, Beccles watched his finger run down the list of names
again till he came to Bengough. He hit him for the two rounds of
white-sliced. Then Moore. He hit him for the juice. Then the whiny
Schaal for the crunchy bar. Then Drakakis. His finger found his
name. He hit Drakakis for the best of all. In return for all those
things he’d said in his outburst at the end. He hit him for his
beans.

‘Mr Ede?’

Beccles jumped. Letting
go of the pencil and about to turn and collect his grub, he could
scarcely believe what he was hearing. The voice was coming from the
kitchen on the other side of the larder door. It was Ferenc. He’d
hardly ever spoken to him before. Beccles wasn’t even sure he knew
his name. Gingerly, he opened the door and stepped out into the
kitchen. Ferenc was picking plates out of the draining-rack and
drying them, his head down and his sleeves pushed up, and his apron
done up in an untidy bow behind his back. Sensing Beccles across
the kitchen behind him, he turned to face him.

‘Wanna thank, Mr
Ede.’

Ferenc looked at him
briefly as he spoke, then shyly dropped his eyes.

‘What d’you mean,
Ferenc?’

‘Wall very thin, Mr
Ede.’ Still not looking at Beccles, his voice little above a
whisper, Ferenc was slowly and methodically working his dishtowel
round the edge of the plate in his hands. ‘Me hear what you tell
them young smart-ass in there.’ He nodded towards the swing-door
into the dining-room. ‘You speak for woman and me. Wanna
thank.’

‘You don’t need to
lower your voice, Ferenc. There’s no one there now. They’ve gone
back upstairs.’

Ferenc put the plate
he’d dried down on the counter and reached for another. ‘You no
same-same like them young smart-ass upstair,’ Ferenc went, his
voice more normal now as he turned back to face Beccles again. ‘You
different. You understand. Today you show me. You friend.’

Beccles didn’t know how
to react to this. He’d only ever had the most cursory exchanges
with Ferenc before. And what Ferenc was saying now, and the way he
was saying it, made him feel uncomfortably self-conscious. Glad to
have something to do, he went back into the larder to collect his
food. But when he returned – bread and beans in one hand and
crunchy bar and juice in the other – it was almost as if what had
just been said had never happened. Ferenc had turned back to the
sink and was busy with his dishtowel, picking more plates one after
the other out of the draining-rack and drying them off. Beccles
made room for his food on the counter next to the stove.

Suddenly a door slammed
outside. Ferenc’s woman had appeared out of the shack out back.
Through the window Beccles saw her coming across the lot towards
the kitchen, a coat thrown hastily round her shoulders. She looked
upset. Seeing her coming, Ferenc threw down his dishtowel and
disappeared with his tray into the dining-room. The woman opened
the back door and stuck her head round. Ignoring Beccles, she
looked angrily past him towards the swing-door. Suddenly she
started shouting in Hungarian, fighting to keep back tears as
torrents of abuse came pouring out of her.

Embarrassed, Beccles
busied himself with food, digging a can opener out of a drawer for
his beans. Draughts of cold air from the open door wafted through
the kitchen as the woman kept up her tirade. Beccles shot another
quick look at her. Grey hair framed her round Slavic face, creased
now with tears she couldn’t hold back. She’d aged before her time,
he thought. She’d have been pretty once.

He worked the opener
round his beans can and prised the lid open with his thumbs. Then
he coaxed the beans into a saucepan with a wooden spoon and slid
the saucepan onto the stove. He turned on the gas and adjusted the
flow. With the woman’s frantic, tear-filled shouts still coming
from the door, he remembered his two rounds of white-sliced. He
picked them off the counter and dropped them into the toaster,
peering inside to make sure the filaments were heating properly as
he pushed down the slider-bar.

Suddenly the kitchen
door was slammed shut. The woman was gone. Relieved, Beccles
watched through the window as she made her way back across the lot,
hugging her coat around her as she went. The kitchen was quiet now.
Just the hiss of the gas under his beans. Through in the
dining-room Beccles heard Ferenc gathering up more plates. He
thought of the spat he’d had with the others again. We could
teach him to read English, he’d said when they asked him what
more they could do for Ferenc. Was it true what they’d said about
him?, he wondered. Was it true he couldn’t read English? Beccles
had passed through the kitchen once on his way to the larder and
seen Ferenc sitting at the table with a newspaper open in front of
him. He was staring at it vacantly, almost like a child, and as
soon as he saw Beccles he blushed and surreptitiously moved the
paper away to the side. What would it be like not being able to
read?, Beccles wondered now as he watched his beans. What would it
be like being denied something as basic as that, something you took
for granted? He just couldn’t imagine. Like he couldn’t imagine
being deaf or dumb. Or being without an arm or a leg.

The swing-door came
slowly open. With his tray full of more dirty dishes, Ferenc moved
through it backwards-and-buttocks-first like he always did when he
needed both hands to carry something. Beccles shot a look at him as
he shuffled across the kitchen. He was obviously thinking about
what his woman had been shouting at him through her flood of tears,
and he looked troubled. Still embarrassed to have been caught in
the middle of a row, Beccles stood over his beans, impatiently
waiting for them to heat up so he could finish in the kitchen and
get back into the empty dining-room with his food. Ferenc slid his
tray onto the cluttered counter. Then he pushed up the sleeves of
his cardigan and reached into the sink to change his water. It
slurped and gurgled as it was slowly sucked out.

Stirring his beans,
Beccles remembered how he’d been sick-as-a-dog in that sink once.
It was a Rushing party three years ago, the night Gamma Chi bid
him. He couldn’t remember much about it now – only that his
blind-date, sent home in tears in a taxi, was the first casualty of
the evening, and he was the second soon afterwards. Too drunk to
stand properly, he fell about the dancefloor, the remains of a
button-hole carnation in his mouth and sounds out of the
record-player exploding in his ears. Suddenly, stumbling past
couples groping eachother in the dark, he knew he was going to
throw up. He remembered his legs going from under him as his
brethren-to-be manoeuvred him down the stairs, blitzing him all the
while with their Rushing talk. It didn’t matter what the apple-jack
had done to him, they were saying as they half-dragged and
half-carried him across the dining-room and into the kitchen
towards the sink. It wasn’t going to change the way they thought
about him. They wanted him to remember that. And they wanted him to
remember some of the things they’d been telling him all evening.
How Gamma Chi wasn’t just your ordinary joe-college frat-house. How
it was a bit special. How they thought he was a bit special too.
With his classy background and Olde-Worlde credentials and all.
That was why they wanted him to pledge Gamma Chi and become one of
them.…’ Then Beccles had heard no more. The rest of their words
were lost, drowned out by the sound of the puke spewing out of him,
great heaving gusts of it, as his admirers upended him over the
sink and he emptied his howling guts down the plug-hole.

‘See what this place do
to us, Mr Ede?’ Ferenc said suddenly, surprising Beccles with the
sound of his voice again. He’d refilled the sink with fresh water
and was reaching for his dish-mop now. ‘See how woman and me
everytime shouting. Everytime fighting. Make me to feel very bad.
Inside woman got good heart. Last time too much happy together.
Last time in Hungary. Now everytime thinking, what-for leave?
What-for come Canada? In Hungary two time lose everything. First
come German tank. Then come Russian tank. Russian tank smash house.
Soldier take everything. People screaming, people dying. Body lie
in street everyplace. But in Hungary woman and me still – how say?
– still can to feel proud. But here! Here where must to work for
them young smart-ass. Here no more feel proud. Feel only
shame.’

Beccles felt gratified
to hear Ferenc talking again, but what he was saying only made him
more aware of his uneasiness. He pretended to busy himself with his
beans, poking at them with the wooden spoon and waiting for them to
come to the boil. It was strange, but suddenly he wasn’t so sure he
still felt hungry any more. Was it to do with thinking about being
sick in the sink just now? Or getting caught up in the scene
between Ferenc and his woman? Or hearing what Ferenc was telling
him? Funny how it should be like that. How he should feel like his
appetite was deserting him. Especially when he’d had such an attack
of belly-howl earlier.

‘Last time in Hungary,
Mr Ede, before come Montréal.’ Ferenc went on now as he began
washing and stacking more plates. ‘People say Canada beautiful
place. Tell about Niagara. About Rocky Mountain. About lake and
forest. About big space. People say plenty good life in Canada.’ He
gave a rueful little laugh. ‘But where, Mr Ede? Plenty good life
where?’ He suddenly brought his hands up out of the dishwater and
turned to face the kitchen, making a sweeping gesture with his
dish-mop. ‘Only this!’ he said, raising his voice for the first
time. ‘Woman and me see only this! No Niagara. No Rocky Mountain.
No big space. Only kitchen. Only Gamma Chi. Everyday same-same.
Every lunchtime. Every dinnertime. Everyday must to work like dog
for them young smart-ass. Must to make table for them. Must to put
plate and glass, knife and fork. Must to put just so. Just
so like them young smart-ass everytime telling. Then every day
must to cook for them. Must to bring for them food for fill their
belly. Must to put before them just so. Excuse me Mr
Bengough, Mr Moore. Excuse me Mr Drakakis. Please your lunch.
Please your dinner. Please.’

‘And before fill their
belly,’ Ferenc went on now, still gesticulating with his dripping
mop as he spoke, ‘must to sweep up for them. And wash for them. And
clean for them. Must to follow behind them. Upstair. Downstair.
Must to pick up and put away for them, make tidy for them. You see
how looking frat-house after big party, Mr Ede? You see
fucking-shit mess? Everyplace puke. On couch, on floor, everyplace.
Everyplace stinking. And me and woman must to wash and clean and
make again everything just so. “Leave for Ferenc,” say them young
smart-ass. “Ferenc bring mop. Ferenc bring bucket. Ferenc
clean.”

Beccles said nothing.
Ferenc turned back to the sink. If he’d been working at the
frat-house then, Beccles told himself, it would’ve been him who
cleaned up the sink that night he’d thrown up. He didn’t want to
think about it. He kept stirring his beans. The beans he was even
less sure he wanted now. It seemed to be happening more and more
often now – he’d think he felt hungry but then when it came to it
he didn’t have any appetite. He looked up from the stove towards
the window. Through smudges of steam on the pane he could see
across the back-lot to the grim-looking shack the woman had gone
back to after throwing her scene. The shack the brethren called the
dreamhouse. What would it be like, he thought, having to live in a
place like that? Having to wake up every morning knowing you were
going to be kicked around all day by kids less than half your age?
In a country where you didn’t belong. In a country where you were
only loathed and despised.

‘And what them young
smart-ass do for woman and me, Mr Ede?’ Ferenc went on now, almost
as if he’d read Beccles’ thoughts. ‘What give back for cooking and
cleaning? Today in dining-room you hear what give back. Today you
hear how them young smart-ass talk about us. How say bad thing.
Think woman and me no understand. Think woman and me no brain for
know English. But understand, Mr Ede. Woman and me understand
everything.’

‘Those things you hear,
Ferenc...’ Beccles continued to stir his beans, not looking at
Ferenc as he spoke. ‘Those things they say. That’s just how they
talk. They’re like that with everybody. They don’t mean anything by
it.’

‘Dunno, Mr Ede,’ Ferenc
went on now, his back still to Beccles. ‘Today fighting with woman.
Today bad day. Excuse me.’

Beccles turned to face
him again. ‘I just wish I could help, Ferenc.’

Ferenc washed another
plate and stacked it. ‘Already you do that, Mr Ede,’ he said,
turning to look at Beccles again. ‘Already you help. Before in
dining-room. Now in kitchen. You show me. Me got friend.’

Beccles’ beans were
finally coming to the boil. Bubbles were appearing on the surface,
making little craters as they burst. ‘I know this job isn’t great,
Ferenc, but things will get better,’ he heard himself say now,
trying hard to sound like he meant it. ‘Gamma Chi isn’t forever.
One day you’ll move on and find a job you like. Canada will be home
to you then.’

‘Everytime dreaming
that, Mr Ede.’ Ferenc reached up and wiped his forehead with the
heel of his hand. ‘Everytime dreaming one day gonna leave Gamma
Chi. Gonna get more better job. Job where can to feel same-same
like man again. Where no young smart-ass kick our ass. Then gonna
walk out of here last time. Me and my woman and my girl. Head like
so.’ Ferenc straightened and held his head erect as he spoke.
‘Gonna tell them young smart-ass thanks and see you around. Me and
woman find more better work. No need your shit job no more. Now
you gonna make your dinner. Now you gonna clean up
your shit. Now…’ Ferenc suddenly stopped. Something had caught his
eye along the counter. ‘Bread, Mr Ede. Bread burning.’

Beccles turned. Wisps
of smoke were rising from the toaster. While they were talking his
toast had jammed as it tried to pop up. He reached over and killed
the gas under his beans and went over to his burning toast. Seeing
him looking at it helplessly, Ferenc dried his hands on his apron
and came over. He picked a knife off the counter and started poking
about at the toast till it shot up. Then he fetched a clean plate
off the stack he’d dried earlier. Thanking him, Beccles picked out
his blackened toast and dropped it onto the plate.

‘Me bother you, Mr Ede
,’ Ferenc said now as Beccles lifted his saucepan off of the stove.
‘You wanna eat. Excuse me.’

‘I don’t mind, Ferenc.’
Beccles tippled the saucepan over his plate and watched as a thick
orange ooze of beans and sauce slowly buried his toast. ‘It’s good
to talk.’

‘Give me,’ Ferenc went,
seeing Beccles looking around for somewhere to put the empty
saucepan once he’d dug out the last of the beans.

Ferenc took the
saucepan and wooden spoon off him and went over to the sink. He ran
some cold water into the saucepan and set it down beside a stack of
pans still waiting to be washed. ‘You believe those thing you say,
Mr Ede?’ he asked as he went back to his unwashed plates. ‘You
believe one day me gonna find more better job?’

‘I do, Ferenc. You must
too.’

Beccles stuck his
crunchy bar in his cords’ pocket and gathered up his plate of beans
and apple juice from the counter – the food he wasn’t even sure he
wanted any more – and carried it across the kitchen towards the
swing-door. He was suddenly feeling uneasy again. An uncomfortable
silence had followed his last remark. Like his earlier attempts at
sounding encouraging, he wasn’t sure it’d worked. He wasn’t sure
how much Ferenc believed him.

‘Excuse me, Mr Ede.’
Beccles turned, relieved to hear Ferenc’s voice again as he
approached the door. Ferenc was coming towards him, drying a knife
and fork he’d picked out of the draining-rack with his dishtowel.
‘You forget them,’ he said as he laid the knife and fork across
Beccles’ plate of beans. Then he looked at him again. ‘You good
boy, Mr Ede. You no same-same like them young smart-ass upstair.
What you tell them in dining-room. What you tell me now in kitchen.
Me remember. Me everytime remember. Maybe one night you come to
Brasserie Québecoise, yes? My tavern. Corner Park and Pine.
Everytime finding me there. Can to drink Gros Mol together. Me like
too much you come, Mr Ede. Make me too happy.’

Beccles hesitated.
Again he was stuck for something to say. But again he was saved.
Drakakis and the others were shouting down from upstairs, calling
for Ferenc to go and clear away the coffee things from the table in
the living-room window. They wanted to use it for an afternoon
bridge session. Hearing the shouts Ferenc shrugged and then broke
into a little wry smile. He looked at Beccles. For a brief moment
their eyes met.

‘Your beans, Mr Ede,’
Ferenc said then, looking down at the plate in Beccles’ hand. He
held the swing-door open for him to go through into the empty
dining-room. ‘Go eat before get cold.’
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Beccles smoothed out
the application form on the library table in front of him.
First-off the Royal Dominion wanted to know his name. Well, that
was no big deal. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d ever been asked
for it. The Astral Mater only knew how many rolls it’d made its way
onto by now, struggling to prosper among the others around it. In
all these years of spiritual impoverishment they called an
education.

‘Beccles Ede’,
he wrote in bold capital letters in the space provided. Late of the
Olde-Worlde and luminous now in the New, he might’ve added if
there’d been room. A North Atlantic transplant. Twenty-years-old
with a spring in his step and a bully-for-you beard on his
chin.

Below his name the
Royal Dominion were after more personal details. Birmingham,
England he told them now where they were asking for his
place and date of birth. August 1942. In the middle of an
air-raid black-out, he might’ve added again, and into a blaze of
firelight. It was the first thing he ever remembered, Bobbi’s
firelight. Where every evening before bedtime she’d show him her
tricks. Tricks like rolling back her eyelids on matchsticks. And
playing tunes on her teeth with the tips of her fingers. And making
weird shadow-shapes on the walls with her hands – cheeky rabbits
with pricked-up ears and hounds that yapped and crocodiles with
huge snapping jaws.

Beccles would grin his
little grin as he watched, and on the walls all around the
firelight would flicker and flash and make him think of Christmas.
Christmas when Bobbi showed him how to make silver bells out of
milk-bottle tops, and when Mr Pennyfeather cranked up his Morris
Eight and drove them over the Lickeys to Uncle Jonas’s. He was four
then. Little Black Sambo was his hero and there was a clockwork
train at the top of his wish-list.

Uncle Jonas lived in a
tumble-down cottage down the bottom of the pudding-alley. He had
toolshed blisters under his nails like big purple moons, and a bald
head that glowed bright as brass in the light of the Christmas fire
blazing in the hearth. On his stool under the horsebrasses hanging
in the inglenook, Beccles stared into the flames. Then up at the
snow falling in the Christmas cards strung out over the fireplace.
Great thick flakes of it tumbling down and covering the fields and
the woods and the horseroads in blankets of white.

When it got dark on
Christmas Eve Uncle Jonas shot back the bolts on his cottage door
and threw it open, and Beccles listened for the sound of the
carol-singers coming down the pudding-alley. The vicar and his
troupe. A straggly procession of growls and giggles and waving
torches as they came into view and made their way down between the
hedgerows towards Uncle Jonas’s porch light. When they reached it
they gathered round in a circle and broke out into another rousing
carol, their scarf-wrapped faces rearing and bucking as they filled
the cold Christmas night with song.

‘That’s more like it,’
the voices rang out as Uncle Jonas clapped his hands and called
them inside after the last lingering chorus came to an end. They
trooped up the steps and into the hot cosy fug of the firelit
cottage, stamping the alley muck from their boots as they came.
‘That’s a mighty fine blaze you’ve got to welcome us, squire.’

‘Not ’alf! Not
’alf!’

‘Been looking forward
to the likes of a fire like that since we began the round.’

Beccles watched from
his stool as they settled in round the fire under the low sagging
beams where his silver bells hung, their bright-red faces jolly as
Toby jugs and bubbling with Christmas banter – the girls squeezed
together along the pig-benches nudging each other and giggling, and
the men stood round the fire buckle-belted and heavy-booted and
rubbing their hands. Lip-smacking cries of approval rang out as
Uncle Jonas and Bobbi went round with pies and home-made wine.

‘That’s a fine drink
for a cold Christmas night, squire!’

‘With a damn good kick
in ’er too.’

‘Clear as crystal she
is an’ all. As good as you ever gave us, squire!’

‘From the moment she
fired I knew she was a good’un,’ Uncle Jonas went. ‘Great frothy
’ead on ’er and drooling nice and thick down the sides of the bin.
I knew she’d be right for Christmas.’

‘And a fine time it is
for you too, squire, what with the young company visiting and
all.’

Beccles blushed as they
all turned to him then on his stool in the inglenook.

‘For his Santa’s treat
tomorrow I’m going to take him up Drakes’ Bridge at the top of Boon
Street,’ Uncle Jonas went. ‘Finest view in all the Vale of Evesham
from up there.’

‘Aye, that an’ all,
squire.’

‘He’ll see clear past
Bredon Hill and all the way to the Cleeves and the Cotswolds and on
into the cider country.’

‘Aye, that ’e will an’
all, squire. Some sight for the lad that’ll be.’

Uncle Jonas reached for
his pipe then. That was the sign that he was about to tell his
Christmas story. Beccles watched excitedly from his stool as the
room suddenly went very quiet and Uncle Jonas launched into his
yarn, pushing freshly-rubbed tobacco from his pouch into the bowl
of his pipe and packing it firm with his finger as he went. Sensing
what was coming the men would start chuckling as they guzzled their
wine, and on the pig-benches the girls giggled again as they
crumbled their pies into their scarves. Beccles watched the
fire-shadows rippling over Uncle Jonas’s bald head as he babbled
his way through his story. He struck his first match and held the
flame poised over his pipe as he talked. There were more giggles
from the pig-benches and belly laughs from the men as slowly the
match burnt down. Uncle Jonas shook it out when the flame reached
his fingers and lit another. Then another and then another as his
story took shape, and there was a little pile of burnt-out matches
on the hearth by the time he came to the funny bit at the end. The
laughter broke then as he finally got his pipe going. Great hoots
and peals and belt-buckle bellyfuls of it crashing wave after wave
through the jolly Christmas firelight and rocking the little
cottage to the rafters.
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Beccles had chosen the
lower level of the library Undergrad section this afternoon.
Somehow its row of windows and its light-and-airy feel made it more
suitable for working on his bank application than the Reference
Area off the main concourse. Or the Periodicals up on the second
floor. Or the stacks. That graveyard of forgotten tomes down in the
basement. Where he went on bad days when his Olde-Worlde grin had
abandonned him. When all he wanted was to shut himself away and
feel suicidal. The stacks were perfect for doing that. No one he
knew ever went down here. The brethren for instance. They said the
silence could turn you into a nut-case. Death-row was how they
described it.

The clock on the wall
at the end of the library said five-before-three. He needed to
press on. He must’ve been sitting over his application form for
some minutes now and he was still on the section on personal
details. There was the rest of the front page and all of the back
side to be tackled yet. And the back side – he saw now as he turned
over – was where the Royal Dominion were shifting up a gear, where
they were looking to see what he was made of. What do you find
appealing about a career in banking?, for instance. Groan! He
should’ve known they’d want to poke around a bit, a classy outfit
like the Royal Dominion; he should’ve known they’d want to see what
he was made of. Then down at the bottom – just above where they
were asking him to confirm that all he’d said was true and correct
– they came out with their trump-card. Referees! Applicants are
to cite the names of two academic referees, the blurb said,
whom the Royal Dominion reserves the right to approach at its
own discretion. Groan again! What was he going to do about
that? He’d never said two words to any of his lecturers. He was no
more than a name on a list to them, a name they wouldn’t even be
able to put a face to.

Beccles returned to the
front page and his place in the personal details section. The Royal
Dominion were wanting to know about his hormones now. Was he male
or female? Trust them to get technical, he thought as he picked up
his ballpoint again. Little boys had doings and little girls
didn’t and that was the difference. That’s what Bobbi said once.
Back in the days when Little Black Sambo was still his hero.
Doings shaped like toadstools, Beccles would think as he lay
in the hot water looking down at himself on bath-nights. Bits of
himself he liked and bits he didn’t. Not his hair that Bobbi kept
messing with when she felt for crowns and partings. Or his nails
when she said they had to be clipped. Or his ears where she poked
about with the face-flannel. And certainly not under his arms where
she felt for the little lumps. But further down. Further down he
liked himself better. His knees for instance, where all the cuts
from the garden hardened into scabs delicious for picking. How
proud they stuck up out of the water as he wallowed in his bath.
Then between his knees the thing Bobbi called his doings.
The little toadstool that felt so lovely to touch sometimes as it
lay afloat on his bathwater. His doings was the best bit of
all.

‘Little boys at the
front and little girls at the back,’ Miss Stiles sang out to her
Transition class in Northbrook Road. She was getting ready to count
them before they filed into morning prayers. Miss Stiles who smelt
like marzipan and could write in joined-up – lovely big lupin loops
and long catkin tails all beautifully joined-up across the
blackboard. ‘Come along quickly now!’ she went. ‘In a nice long
line along the wall where I can see you all!’

Beccles looked for his
place in the line. He was the last of the little boys. The last
because he was the littlest. Behind him was Jen, the first of the
little girls. The first because she was the biggest. Jen had green
tomboy eyes and black hair done up in plaits that looked like the
sticks of licorice down at the pop-shop. Of all the little girls,
Jen was best. Best because she stood behind him in the line. Best
because she’d shown him the tooth she’d pulled to give to the
fairies. And best because once she’d lifted her tunic for him to
see the wet on her knickers where she’d weed herself.
Accidentally-on-purpose, she said.

Gradually the line
began to form. Miss Stiles’ Transition class. All the little boys
and all the little girls. All the way down the wall it stretched.
Past the picture gallery. Past the seashells and the
ship-in-the-bottle. Past the aquarium they’d all saved up sixpence
for. All the way to the French windows at the end where you could
see out to the Bombshed. Kindergarten then Transition then the
Bombshed, Beccles thought then as he stood at his place in the
line. The Bombshed class was the end of school, Jen told him. The
boys in the Bombshed could say their twelve-times table off by
heart and do sums as long as their arm. And they wore football
boots that growled on the paving stones when they ran out to play.
The boys in the Bombshed were big as grown-ups. It must be smashing
to be a grown-up, Beccles thought. You could talk with your mouth
full then. And put your elbows on the table. And go to bed as late
as you liked.

Miss Stiles’s finger
wagged as she counted them. Wagged like his doings when he
shook it in the bath. Did it mean she liked him because the other
day she’d chosen him to fetch more chalk from the cupboard?,
Beccles wondered as he watched her counting. And if she liked him
would she come to tea at Bobbi’s house? If he asked her nicely. If
he told her Bobbi was going to use her posh cups and saucers she
kept for special occasions. And the big silver teapot with the
strainer to catch the leaves. And the little tongs for the
sugar-lumps. If he told her that and asked her very very nicely
would she agree to come to tea? Would she?

‘Twenty-six from top to
tail and tail to top,’ Miss Stiles announced when she’d finished
counting. ‘Twelve little boys and fourteen little girls.’

‘Male,’ Beccles
scribbled now in the space where the Royal Dominion were asking
about his hormones. Then he put his ballpoint down again and gazed
out across the sea of heads stretching away down the library. And
the reason there were only twenty-six in Miss Stiles’ Transition
class that morning rather than the usual twenty-seven, he reminded
himself now, was because little Johnny Jarvis was missing. Because
of what the Bombshed boys had done to him the day before. Behind
their Bombshed during playground-time when Miss Stiles wasn’t
looking. The Bombshed boys who wore football boots that growled on
the paving stones when they ran out to play; the Bombshed boys who
were big as grown-ups. Poor little Johnny Jarvis! He wasn’t ever
going to come back again. That’s what Jen had whispered to Beccles.
After Miss Stiles’d counted them that morning and they were all
back at their tables doing their sums. Then again later when they
were practising their reading. He was never going to come back to
Miss Stiles’ class. Never ever again. He was gone and lost forever,
poor little Johnny Jarvis.

‘Right! Out with your
scrapbooks!’ Miss Stiles suddenly called out from the front of the
class as they finished their reading. She was settling back into
her chair by the blackboard-and-easel and taking up her knitting.
‘Let’s get on with our pictures and try to finish them before
playground-time.’

Beccles opened the
drawer in his table. First sums then reading then scrapbooks. And
scrapbooks was best because it was scrapbooks. He looked inside his
drawer. His very own drawer in his very own table! It smelt of glue
and plasticine and watercolours. He put away his reading and took
out his scrapbook and his crayons. Then in case he needed it the
pencil-sharpener he’d found in his stocking that Christmas at Uncle
Jonas’s. It was a little globe, his pencil-sharpener. He’d shown it
to Miss Stiles and she’d told him that if he looked at it closely
he could see all the five continents and all the seven seas. And if
he looked very very closely he could even see where London was.
London with Big Ben and the Beefeaters. And the bright-red
double-deckers. London was the capital of England, Miss Stiles told
him. London was the capital of the whole world.

Beccles opened his
scrapbook and looked at the picture he’d started the day before.
Then he wrapped his arm round it to hide it from all the greedy
eyes around him.

‘Tell me what your
picture’s about,’ Jen went when she saw how closely he was guarding
it.

He grinned his grin.
‘Shan’t!’

‘Cross-my-heart and
hope-to-die I won’t tell!’

‘Shan’t!’

His picture was a
secret. Only Miss Stiles knew it was about his next birthday. When
he was going to borrow Mr Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight and drive all
his favourite little boys and girls from Miss Stiles’ class to
Blackpool for his party. There were sands at Blackpool, Bobbi had
told him. And a big tower and a pier that stretched out into the
sea. The pier was where they’d have the birthday tea, Beccles had
decided. There’d be crackers and pop and straws that made bubbles,
and a big cake that’d have six candles because that’s how old he
was going to be.

‘Fancy that!’ Miss
Stiles had whispered to him the day before when he told her about
his picture. ‘Driving your friends all the way to Blackpool for
your birthday party!’ He could smell her lovely marzipan smell as
she leant over him. ‘And a jolly good picture it looks like it’s
going to be as well,’ she said. ‘If it turns out like I think it’s
going to turn out, I’m going to hang it in the gallery.’

Beccles looked at his
half-finished picture now inside the crook of his covering arm. At
the top he’d done the sun in yellow like a great big golliwog. Then
under the sun the sky in light-blue with the fluffy clouds in
white. Then under that the waves in dark-blue running in over the
yellow sands where the Morris Eight was racing towards the pier.
With him at the wheel and Jen beside him and all his favourite
little boys and girls from Miss Stiles’ class in the back. The pier
he’d done in red. The pier where they were going to have the
birthday tea and play the birthday games. Oranges and Lemons
and Pass the Parcel and best of all Hunt the Thimble.
It’d be ever so exciting when Jen tied the blindfold on him. She’d
ask him if he could see and he’d say no. But really he could. Just
a bit through the blindfold. Just a teeny weeny bit. And then
they’d spin him round, Jen and all the other little boys and girls.
Round once and round twice. And then round once more for good
luck...

‘That’s more like it,
Birthday Boy,’ they’d all go when he’d finally turned towards the
thimble, jumping up and down excitedly and yelling at him like they
were fit to burst as he crawled his way forward. ‘You’re getting
warmer now! Yes, that’s much more like it. You’re getting hot now!
You’re getting so hot you’re boiling over, Birthday Boy!…’

The pier was the last
thing he’d coloured-in yesterday. Now there was only Mr
Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight to do and then he’d be finished.
Beccles looked up. From his place next to Jen he could see the
empty table and the empty chair where little Johnny Jarvis used to
sit. Before the Bombshed Boys did what they did to him yesterday
behind the Bombshed. Poor little Johnny Jarvis was never going to
come back to the Transition class now. That’s what Jen had
whispered. Never ever again. Poor little Johnny Jarvis was gone and
lost forever.

Beccles looked back at
his picture. The Morris Eight right in the middle was all he had
left to colour-in now. The Morris Eight racing across the sands
towards the pier. With him at the wheel and Jen up front beside
him, and all the other little boys and girls squeezed into the back
behind them. All leaning out of the windows and singing away as
they raced across the sands. Knees Up Mother Brown, they
were going. And Polly Woddle Doodle and
Ta-Ra-Ra-Boom-Di-Ay. All those jolly old songs Beccles had
heard on Bobbi’s wireless.

Beccles picked up his
box of crayons and slid off the lid. All the lovely colours
lined-up side-by-side. The blues and the greens and the reds and
the yellows. All the lovely rainbow colours. He had to think which
one to choose to start colouring-in Mr Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight
as it raced across the sands.

‘Anyway I don’t care if
you won’t tell me what your picture’s about,’ Jen leant across and
whispered to him then. ‘I know something you don’t know. I know who
the Bombshed Boys’re coming for next after poor little Johnny
Jarvis.’

‘Tell me.’

She copied his grin.
‘Shan’t!’

‘Cross-my-heart and
hope-to-die I won’t tell!’

‘Shan’t! Shan’t!’

But he mustn’t start
thinking about that, Beccles told himself now. He mustn’t start
thinking about who the Bombshed Boys were coming for next. The
Bombshed boys who wore football boots that growled on the paving
stones when they ran out to play and were big as grown-ups; the
Bombshed boys who could set off the alarm bells inside him. He must
concentrate on his picture. He must finish colouring it in so Miss
Stiles could hang it in the gallery. There was only Mr
Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight left to do now. He slid out his
dark-green crayon. Dark-green for the bonnet that covered the
engine. He wrapped his left arm tighter round his picture to keep
it from all the greedy eyes around him. Then, keeping carefully
inside the pencil lines like Miss Stiles had told them, he started
working away with his dark-green crayon.

The Transition class
was very quiet now. All you could hear was the clacking of Miss
Stiles’ knitting needles up at the front by the
blackboard-and-easel and the purring of the crayons on the pages of
the scrapbooks. Beccles stopped for a moment now to look up at Jen
as she worked away, her tongue like a little pink bubble in the
corner of her mouth. Then he looked back at his picture and admired
the dark-green bonnet and dark-green doors he’d put on Mr
Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight. His dark-green crayon was back in the
box now and he’d taken out the black. Black for the roof and the
mudguards and the spare wheel strapped on the back. Then after the
black he’d need the silver. Silver for the door handles and the
radiator and the headlamps sitting proud on the mudguards like big
shining crowns.

He’d need to hurry if
he was going to do all that and get his picture finished by
playground-time, Beccles told himself. Up at the
blackboard-and-easel Miss Stiles was pushing back her sleeve to
look at her watch. That meant playground-time was getting closer
now. She’d be putting her knitting away soon and smoothing out her
hair with the grip between her teeth. Then she’d be reaching for
the jumper she always slipped round her shoulders in the
playground. The jumper she’d been wearing yesterday when the
Bombshed boys went after poor little Johnny Jarvis. When they did
what they did to him behind the Bombshed.

More time ticked away.
Up at the front by the blackboard-and-easel Miss Stiles’ needles
went on clacking, and all round the Transition class the crayons
went on purring. Beccles put away the black and took out the
silver. Then he put away the silver and took out the pink. Pink for
the happy-happy birthday faces inside the Morris Eight as it raced
across the sands. His own at the wheel and Jen’s up front beside
him. Then all the others squeezed into the back, where they were
leaning out of the windows and singing away for all they were
worth. All the jolly old songs he heard on Bobbi’s wireless.

Up at the front now
Miss Stiles was looking at her watch again. Any minute now
scrapbook time would be over and they’d be filing out through the
French windows and down to the playground. Where the Bombshed boys
would be waiting. The Bombshed boys who could set off the alarm
bells inside him. Waiting for the little boy they were coming for
next after poor little Johnny Jarvis.

‘All right!’ Jen
suddenly whispered to him now as she leant across. ‘If you cross
your heart and hope to die you’ll keep it a secret, I’ll tell you
who they’re coming for next, the Bombshed boys!’ She came closer
then, cupping her hand round his ear. ‘Who’s the little boy who’s
even littler than little Johnny Jarvis?’ Jen went into his ear.
‘Who’s the littlest little boy in the line? The one who stands just
in front of me? Who is he, Beccles Ede? He’s the one the Bombshed
boys’re after now. He’s the one they’re coming for next.’

Beccles saw himself
reach for his crayons again. All the lovely rainbow colours. The
picture he was hurrying to finish. So it could be hung it in the
gallery. It was almost done now. There was only the little red bull
on the radiator of the Morris Eight left to crayon-in. Then he
could go up and show it to Miss Stiles. Beccles the Birthday
Boy. He picked out the brightest of the red crayons for the
little red bull.

But where had he
disappeared all of a sudden? The little red bull who sat on top of
the radiator on Mr Pennyfeather’s Morris Eight. Where had he gone?
Suddenly Beccles couldn’t see him any more. Suddenly he wasn’t….And
where was the Morris Eight? He couldn’t see that any more either.
The Morris Eight with the dark-green bonnet and the black roof and
the headlamps sitting proud on the mudguards like big shining
crowns. And all the birthday faces leaning out of the windows as
they raced across the sands at Blackpool. Where were they? And
where was the sun and where was the sky and where were the waves
and the pier?

Suddenly Beccles didn’t
recognize his picture any more. All the lovely rainbow colours.
They’d all started to run. All the blues and greens and yellows and
reds. Spilling over the pencil lines and running every which way
and turning his picture into a horrid big blur.

‘Playground-time!’ Miss
Stiles suddenly sang out gaily at the front as she reached for her
jumper. ‘Come on everybody. Close your scrapbooks. We’ll look at
the pictures again tomorrow. Pack them away now for playground
-time!’

‘But take a look at
him, Miss,’ Jen was suddenly calling out. ‘Take a look at Beccles
Ede. It’s the tear-taps, Miss. All over his picture.’

‘Yes, Miss!’ other
voices were joining in now. ‘Look, Miss!’

‘It’s because he’s
scared of the Bombshed Boys, Miss,’ Jen went again. ‘It’s because
he thinks they’re coming for him next. Next after poor little
Johnny Jarvis.’

‘Just look at him,
Miss. Great big tear-blobs all over everywhere. Messing up his
picture and everything!’
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Three-ten, the clock on
the wall at the end of the library said now. For the past minutes
Beccles had been working his way down the front page of his Royal
Dominion application form, and making rather heavy weather of it if
he was honest. That lava-flow of library sounds all around him –
the rustling of papers and the coughing and the urgent breathy
whispers – he was finding them more distracting than usual this
afternoon.

He forced his eyes back
to the form. List all educational institutions attended and
qualifications gained in chronological order, the blurb said.
Groan! School was supposed to finish with the Bombshed. That’s what
Jen said. But she wasn’t quite right about that. There was more. A
whole lot more. There was Pongo’s place for a start. Beccles
was seven then. His hero was Thomas the Tank Engine, and there was
a Meccano set at the top of his wish-list and a gap between his two
new front teeth that Bobbi said carrots and cod liver oil would
close.

‘Classics at his age!’
Mrs Bracegirdle huffed as she reached for the handbag she said was
made from the skin of crocodiles. She picked out a hanky and
starting dabbing her nose. ‘I can’t see why he has to be sent to a
posh school like that. Cotteridge High did very nicely for
me, and no one’s ever accused me of not speaking the King’s
English.’

Beccles saw Mr
Pennyfeather roll his eyes.

‘Well he couldn’t stay
at the little elementary in Northbrook Road forever, Mrs
Bracegirdle,’ Bobbi said, ‘and I wanted to do the best I could for
him. I was just afraid I wouldn’t have his uniform ready in time.
What with the nametags that had to be stitched into every blessed
collar and hem and lining. And then all the alterations I had to
make. What with him being such an awkward size and everything.’

The grown-up talk he
wasn’t supposed to hear. Even when he was standing right in the
middle of it. Bobbi and her cronies – Mr Pennyfeather who kept his
Morris Eight in her garage in return for sorting out the snags
round the house, and Mrs Bracegirdle who came to gnaw on her
grudges. That’s what Beccles heard Mr Pennyfeather say once. All of
them were looking him up and down now as he stood before them in
his new school uniform that had to be just so – the grey shorts and
the grey shirt and the grey socks that must never be allowed to
fall to his ankles; the green blazer with the three buttons and the
houseshoes with the backs that must never be trodden down; and the
cap that had to be raised to ladies.

‘Well he looks the
proper little gentleman now,’ Mr Pennyfeather declared. ‘No doubt
about that.’

‘Shoes for this and
shoes for that!’ Mrs Bracegirdle huffed again, her chins wobbling
like jelly as she spoke. ‘In my day we had one pair and we had to
make do or woe betide.’

Beccles saw Mr
Pennyfeather’s eyes roll again. Mrs Bracegirdle must be talking her
soppy-talk. Trust her to have a nose she had to keep dabbing at and
a handbag made from the skin of crocodiles. Trust her to have all
those chins that wobbled like jelly. And trust her to talk all that
soppy-talk about shoes for this and shoes for that.

‘Well I got by with
what I could find in the jumble sales as much as I could, Mrs
Bracegirdle,’ Bobbi went on. ‘But some things I just had to buy.
His blazer, for instance. It had to be that certain shade of green
and it had to have three buttons and do you think I could find his
size! I had to drag him the length of New St and Corporation St and
half way round Birmingham before I managed to find one that
fitted.’

‘Anyway it’s only
doctors’ sons who go to a school like that,’ Mrs Bracegirdle huffed
again, ‘and when’s he ever going to be in the same class as them?
Which side his bread’s buttered – that’s what this boy’s got to
learn. And Latin isn’t going to teach him that.’ She dabbed her
nose again and then put her hanky away. ‘Then those fees!
Thirty-three guineas a term if you please! Where’s that going to
come from? Money doesn’t grow on trees you know. Not in this day
and age.’

Beccles twirled his
ballpoint again. Church Road Preparatory School, Birmingham,
1949-55, he wrote now where the Royal Dominion were asking
him to list the educational institutions he’d attended in
chronological order. Pongo’s place, he reminded himself. Pongo with
the good eye and the glass eye. Pongo who on his very first day had
thrown him to the Caesars. Beccles remembered how he’d suddenly
swept into the classroom the others called a dungeon with the tails
of his black gown flying out behind him and a stack of Latin
primers under his arm. With his good eye going one way and his
glass eye going the other.

‘Ah yes!’ he intoned
then with dark foreboding as he stood behind the High Bench, his
hands gripping the lapels of his gown, his glass eye staring into
the bottomless fathoms in front of his face, his good eye roaming
the dungeon rows below him in critical first-appraisal of his
charges. ‘My little newfound friends! Let me look at you. What a
pleasure it is to see you all lined up before me. How much I look
forward to getting to know you properly. I’m going to turn you into
my own little gems, my own little priceless pearls…’

Pongo paused, moving
his hands to the stack of primers he’d placed on the High Bench and
caressing their tattered covers and broken spines with his
fingertips. ‘Today, my little friends,’ he went on, ‘today you
embark on a brilliant new adventure. A whole new world is about to
unfold before you. Between the covers of these ageless tomes I’m
about to entrust to your care lie the noble laws on which our very
civilization rests. For more than two millenia they’ve flourished,
nourishing the minds and hearts of learned scholars in whose
footsteps you, my dear little friends, are now privileged to
follow.’ He reached down and carefully lifted a primer off the top
of the pile, nursing it preciously as if it was some treasure so
delicate it might crumble in his hands. Then he opened it slowly
and began turning the frail-looking pages one after the other, a
smile of pure delight breaking over his features as he turned back
to look at his charges. ‘For more than two millenia, my dear little
friends, the laws within these pages have been blood in the veins
of kings and air in the lungs of princes. For more than two
millenia they….’

Pongo suddenly stopped
dead in his tracks. In a flash his whole demeanour changed. He
smacked the primer shut and slapped it down on the top of the pile.
Then he leant forward and gripped the High Bench with both hands.
He’d seen something amiss among the dungeon rows below him and was
fastening onto it now with ominous relish. ‘What abominable heresy
is this I find before me?’ he thundered, both eyes wide now and
staring straight at Beccles. ‘You boy!’

Alarm bells! Suddenly
every eye in the dungeon was trained on him. Slowly and
uncertainly, in the uniform Bobbi was afraid she wouldn’t have
ready in time, Beccles struggled to his feet.

‘Sir?’

‘How can you have the
audacity to appear before me dressed like that?’

‘I beg pardon sir?’
Beccles blurted out, his hands twisting behind his back and his
knees locked together.

‘Your blazer, you
wretched creature! Don’t you know it’s vulgar and crass to fasten
all three front buttons! For God’s sake! Don’t you know only the
middle one is to be done up!’

‘No one told me about
that, sir,’ Beccles stammered as his hands rushed to fumble with
his blazer buttons. ‘No one told me how to fasten my blazer.’

‘Told!’ Pongo
thundered, his face contorted in mock pain, his glass eye fixing
Beccles with its chill piercing stare, his good eye roaming the
dungeon rows with indignation and disbelief. ‘Did I hear this
wretched creature say told? Such things don’t have to be
told. They are simply known.’

There was a pause.
Pongo straightened. ‘What’s your name, boy?’

Beccles told him.

‘Ede?’ Pongo
repeated, as if it was some kind of incurable disease. ‘Beccles
Ede? What kind of name is that?’

‘I don’t know sir.’

‘Aye down kneeow
sa!,’ Pongo mimicked, sending titters of laughter from the
others rippling through the dungeon dark. ‘Don’t mumble like some
common street urchin when you speak, boy. How you murder the
language with your scullery slur and your dishwater vowels. Come up
here, Ede!’

Beccles moved awkwardly
out from behind his desk and took a few timid steps up the
aisle.

‘Up here in front!’
Pongo thundered, indicating the space immediately under the High
Bench. ‘Up here where we can all take a good look at you!’ Beccles
pushed forward a few more steps. ‘Don’t cringe and cower like a
frightened cur, Ede, when you present yourself. Chest out and back
with your shoulders! Reach up with the crown of your head! Stand up
like a man!’

Beccles felt the chill
piercing stare of Pongo’s glass eye as his other eye ran him up and
down again. ‘What a miserable half-morsel you are!’ he said in
disgust, clutching the lapels of his gown ever more tightly now.
‘Beefing-up is what you need. Are you down for boxing?’

‘My mother says she
can’t afford to pay the extra for me to do boxing, sir.’

As he spoke Beccles saw
Pongo’s good eye roll and heard a round of long heaving groans in
the dungeon dark behind him. Pongo waited for them to subside.

‘Your father, Ede.
What’s his profession?’

‘I don’t have a father,
sir.’

‘Your mother, then.
What does she do?’

‘She looks after me,
sir.’

More groans rumbled in
the dungeon dark behind him.

‘And where do you live,
Ede – you and your mother? What part of Birmingham do you come
from?’

‘Cotteridge, sir. It’s
a Priory Road bus and then a Pershore Road bus as far as…’

‘Cotteridge!’ Pongo
repeated, his voice rising with suspicion and threat. ‘There are –
how shall we put it? – less desirable areas of Cotteridge. Areas
little more than slums full of street urchins of the most
unspeakable kind. Is that what you are, Ede? A street urchin?’

‘We don’t actually live
in Cotteridge, sir. Ravens Lane. Ten lampposts up on the left. Just
after the bombed house and the rows of horse chestnuts…’

‘I asked you a
question, Ede!’ Pongo thundered now. ‘I asked you if you were part
of that unspeakable filth that slouches about streetcorners and
railway embankments and canal towpaths? I asked you if you were an
urchin?’

‘No sir, I don’t think
so sir,’ Beccles stammered. ‘I don’t think I’m that, sir.’

‘You don’t
think,’ Pongo mimicked again. ‘Well I shall make it my business
to find out. Scum off the streets doesn’t belong here.’

‘No, sir.’

‘We won’t have it
fouling our crest and colours.’

‘No, sir.’

‘And let me make myself
perfectly clear, you wretched creature,’ Pongo thundered on through
the dungeon dark, both eyes wide again and combining to fasten upon
Beccles in a single chill tumultuous glare. ‘If I find out that’s
what you are I’ll have you rooted out.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do I make myself
clear!’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Rooted out for the
scum you are and sent back to the slums where you belong!’
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Beccles still wasn’t
getting on very well with his application form. Church Road
Preparatory School was the last thing he’d written and that was
ages ago now. He couldn’t seem to buckle down this afternoon. What
with his mind wandering off all the time. It seemed to have a will
of its own today. Three-twenty-five now, he noticed as he looked up
at the clock again. Not long now and it’d be time for Dr Hemlow.
The thought sent a wave of anticipation rushing through him. Every
Monday Wednesday and Friday at four, in the little amphitheatre at
the back of the Redpath Museum. The Renaissance and
Reformation. History 385. He’d stumbled on the course by
accident back at Registration in September when he was looking for
something to fill up his quota of credits. Something cushy was what
he had in mind, something he could sleep through. But History
385 turned out to be anything but the kind of course you could
sleep through. It was the best thing that’d happened to him since
he came to the university. Dr Hemlow may have been a young slip of
a girl scarcely tall enough to see over the lectern, but she made a
nonsense of all those other braindeads drifting round the campus
posing as academics. She was an absolute revelation!

Beccles allowed his
gaze to drift back to the library windows. The lower campus rising
up the slope to the Arts Building where he’d sat through his
International Relations that morning. Before going over to
Gamma Chi to boil up the beans. Why hadn’t he felt like eating them
when it came to it?, he wondered. He remembered sitting alone in
the dining-room after his talk with Ferenc and struggling to get
them down him. It didn’t make sense, how he had no appetite any
more. Especially after the way his belly had howled towards the end
of that International Relations class.
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