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He was born in Paris in a big white house on a little square off Avenue Foch. Of a mother blond and beautiful and a father quiet and rich.


His nannie wheeled him daily in a high blue pram on pebbled paths under the tall trees. And as May branches were pressing out their green tips of new leaves he was taken on this warm sunny day across the river, through portals, a courtyard and under musty military flags. And there in a godmother’s arms with salt pressed on his lips and a cold dash of water on the skull, he was christened Balthazar.


Made of sudden love this gurgling baby shook tiny tender limbs in ecstasy. Wheeled to the Bois across summer, fists encased in woolly whiteness, skies passed more blue than cloudy beyond the folds of gauze. Under leaves and green, nannie sat near knitting on her folding chair. She waved away the mosquitos and bees and welcomed butterflies. And each day at four, in the thickest hot stillness, we headed home for tea.


Up the cooling steps to winter, her blue cap sat on a bun of brown hair. In a crib in the sun room off the vestibule I crawled. And reached through wooden bars to tug at plants sitting on their white gleaming pedestals. And touched where a chinaman fished forever in the river, to make him move. And he stayed the same. Like the cuddling kissing rocking arms I knew. Until the sweet nut flavour and milk white beauty of my mother’s breasts were taken away. And I made my first frown.
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Winter went away down warming steps to spring. The vestibule plants crushed together against the window. On a June dawn the big black car with the footrests sticking from the fuzzy floor drove west north west from Paris. Through steamy mists rising on the land.


Late afternoon, a western heaven rippled red. Past all the villages between the wide spreading fields shimmering in the sun, lonely steep roofed red tiled cottages and flowering apple trees. And beyond a grey wall and gateway, at the end of a white dirt drive over two little bridges stood a grey and solemn house in the trees. The dusty motor stopped and out stepped nannie and a sailor suited Balthazar. Pierre the chauffeur handed boxes and bags to Heloise and Celeste hurrying from the house. And the little brown and black dog, Spot, jumped and licked and barked.


Under the slate roof and yellowing eaves were rooms and rooms shuttered through winter, leaving a dark summer air stale and cold. A mile away over pastures rose dunes and on the white sandy shore washed the chill waves of the English Channel. And here Balthazar B learned to swim, learned to pray, speak English and to use his potty.


Mornings nannie came up from the dungeon kitchen with an egg basket of baguettes sliced with layers of soft ham in white creamy butter. The primrose pram with its upturned footrest and lacy awning proceeded out the white pebbly drive and down a straight black tarry road to the beach. As Spot raced up and down unseen between furrows under the potato leaves.


Balthazar’s fair skinned body was rubbed with oil and he played the day under the big orange parasol. Cloudy skies he ran up and down the dunes with Spot and dug at the roots of the strange sharp clumps of grass. Until the cool of evening, when returned with a bag of shells and one big one to which nannie said you could listen and hear the sea, they sat by his window with Spot a cozy little ball between their ankles and up over the tops of elms and pines they watched for shooting stars.


All the countryside dark and still across vineyards and turnip fields. A dog barks and a candle glows at a farmhouse. The sleeping sound of waves takes the sand away under the feet and washes ankles white and blue with cold. Nannie leans close with big brown eyes and round smiling cheeks. To seal the day, she said. With a kiss. And not to worry little boy about dreams, no big sea away on the shore will come pounding and foaming down the road. Tomorrow mommie and daddy will come. And like a good little boy we must move our bowels and take our drop of iodine in a glass of water and one day just like nannie you’ll be able to break an apple in half with your thumbs.


This night a storm swept in from sea and raged through the poplar leaves out the window. To lie snug and warm and safe where out there under the wild sky the world is so cold and wet. When big harm is a big shadow waiting for little boys who have no roof nor mommie nor nannie and daddy to save them. Gentle sheets tucked up round and safe now to go to sleep.


Mommie and daddy came. And two days later a long grey car with a black canvas canopy and gleaming brass radiator. And out stepped a man in helmet and goggles and shiny brown leather gaiters. Bald with a beard and monster teeth he slept in the bedroom at the top of the stairs. Nannie said he was a famous balloonist and hunter and had just come back from darkest Africa from many narrow escapes from wounded lions, slithering pythons who wrapped round you and crocodiles. Who could snap off your head. And that Balthazar was a bad little boy to crawl up the stairs and throw lumps of cheese over the banister at this Uncle Edouard as he lay asleep in bed.


A woman came called Fifi. With a flapping wide pink hat and narrow little waist and fluffy lacy frills round her throat. Her skin was smooth and pale. And by early morning Balthazar stole to Uncle Edouard’s door and quietly pushed it open. Retreating behind the banister once more to heave lumps of cheese and fling kitchen knives clattering across the floor. Fifi sat up in bed and her shoulders showed. Uncle Edouard foamed at the mouth and his eyes blazed and he shouted I will kill you you little brat.


Harvest days passed, the grapes and orchards ripened. And on a September full moon night there were voices on the porch below. Suddenly shouting and a face slapped in the still summer air. Balthazar woke from sleep and climbed from his bed in the white pale light. All fear. That somewhere else was far away and home. And the little boy in big pyjamas went down the stairs, past the cracks of light and murmurings under the salon door. Lifting the heavy latch to go down the porch steps and run and run on the wet grass along the drive to the black road. Where his feet felt the warmth and stuck in the softened tar. Then hands jumping out of the vast night grabbed him from behind. The strong arms of Pierre. Who carried the struggling little prisoner back to bed.


Next day through a silent morning house, nannie collected clothes and toys. And out on the white pebbly drive Pierre fastened the long thick straps across the black oily cover of the luggage rack. At noon the big dark car passed along the valley of the Seine towards Paris. Counting barges on the snaking river and the tires humming on the road. Pierre’s flat backed grey head between his reddened ears hunched over the steering. Tears dropped from nannie’s eyes. And Balthazar in white knee stockings and silver buckled shoes clutched his blue stuffed elephant Tillie tightly to his breast. And little dog Spot whined and moaned between his legs.


High in the attic room in the big house in the little Paris square, nannie whispered God love you little boy. His wrists no longer tied to the bed to stop him sucking thumbs. Nor the elastic hat put on his head to keep back his ears. And in strange freedom Balthazar B snuck to watch from the gallery high on the wall down into the dining room. Where candles flickered and incense floated across gleaming plates and crystal glass. His mother in a white flowing gown, leaned elbows on the mantel, a loose long strand of her golden hair fallen on her tan shoulder and her head held in her hand.


Morning wiping sleepy dust from eyes, Balthazar asked nannie why does everyone cry. Because your father has gone away. Where. To where people go. Where do they go. They pass away. Where. To be with God. Why. Because they are dead. What is dead. Dead is when your heart grows cold. Will my heart ever grow cold. Yes God love you little boy.


At this last morning bath, no laugh nor blush as his pecker stood a point in nannie’s face. Hair brushed, a white blouse under a black satin suit. And borrowed long black stockings with the little bumps of suspender garters stretched against his thighs.


“I don’t want to wear these nannie.”


“Don’t make such a fuss.”


“I don’t, I don’t, I don’t.”


“Don’t say don’t.”


“I will I will I will.”


“All right all right all right.”


“Let me do what I want.”


“No.”


“I will.”


“Yes, I suppose you will.”


“What do you mean nannie.”


“O God, shut up you brat.”


“I am not a brat.”


“I know you’re not, I know you’re not.”


Nannie clutched and squeezed and kissed Balthazar. Leaning her face on his little neck and her cold nose nuzzling up against his silky hair and her lips biting the lobe of his ear.


“Nannie, you cry again.”


“Yes I do.”


“Because you have been beastly horrid to me.”


“No.”


“You have you know. You should never talk to me like that. Because I don’t like it.”


The downstairs rooms of the house open, the windows closed and shuttered and table lamps lit. Hands reaching out from the shadowy figures and shaking other hands. Uncle Edouard, explorer and balloonist, a tall dark spectre in the hall speaking to passing mourners on their way to the cars. Towards every tiny rosette in a dark lapel he gave a little inclination of the head, a twist of shoulder and smile.


“It is very up to date. Up to date. Very modern. It is as he would like, I am sure. We do not leave a little wine behind in the glass. Ah so, here is this little boy who throws hunks of cheese at his uncle. Is it not so.”


“Do not call me little boy.”


“Ah so what are we.”


“You should not talk with such a loud voice when my father is dead.”


“Ah a son like the father. I am sorry, forgive me.”


“No.”


Uncle Edouard clicked his heels and bowed. Nannie clutching Balthazar’s hand and nodding her way on tall black stockinged legs across the white tiles of the vestibule. Legs that lived and were all alive and were my nannie’s. Wheeling me from this house under the red berry trees. By the low crochet wire fences, along the criss crossed paths and green dipping swards down Avenue Foch. The iron lamp posts with their frieze of evergreen leaves. All the high black iron fences thick with ivy before the great stone houses. White haired ladies bent watering window plants in their silent scented world. With secretive gardens and rusting shutters. The little iron doors by the pavements that opened into dark cold cellars. Where ghosts and rats and monsters breathed out a chill to passing little boys.


His father’s coffin lay covered with a purple cloth behind the glass of this gleaming black vehicle. The trees in their fullest late summer holding a thick shadowy chestnut greenery  over the long line of cars. The red faced man hat in hand, whispering through yellow little teeth, his lips shiny and dry, eyes moist and grey taking mommie’s elbow, as she holds my hand. Nannie following and we sit side by side. The dark men place the last of the white lilies, red and pink and purple wreaths and flowers where the casket lies.


The sun glinting on automobiles slowly creeping out and down the narrow road. Turning left and left again and out past a gendarme standing in blue coat, white gloves and shiny belt in Avenue Foch, holding back traffic with his raised white baton. His stiff salute. On the sandy path the little drinking fountain. Nannie would press the button to make it wee wee. The mountainous stone cold shadow of the Arc de Triomphe. Around the Etoile, amid the stream of bicycles under little trees sprouting over the hard ground. Past the great oak doors and thick walls of Paris. Down the Avenue Kléber and the vista of the Eiffel Tower beyond the thatch of chestnut trees. Blue and red awninged cafes on the Trocadero. Up past the high stone wall and above it the tops of tombs and the tall arbour fence of ivy leaves. A uniformed man at the big open iron gate. Pale, blond pillars. A grey marble waiting room. The cars pull up around a short curving cobble stoned road. And between the slabs of marble, links of chains, the sun in a white heaven blinks and gleams. The dark figures alight. And collect. The voice of Uncle Edouard.


“Ah the eternal regrets.”


The coffin carried along the path on shoulders, down between the narrow shady row of clipped chestnut trees. Approaching the grey rain stained walls and roof of this mausoleum rearing from the hard sandy ground. Its small stained glass window open. Through an iron rusting fence and gate the coffin lowered down the steep winding stairs. Beads of sweat on straining faces and urgent whispers. The red necks bulging from white stiff collars. Uncle Edouard touching his forehead with a red handkerchief taking sudden command.


“Careful, if you please, monsieur holds the Grand Croix de la Légion d’Honneur, Croix de Guerre and Médaille Militaire, and Chevalier de la Tour et l’Epée and Décoré de l’Ordre de St. Stanislas de Russie.”


“What is Uncle Edouard saying, nannie.”


“He is telling the gentlemen not to have an accident.”


“Why does he wave his hand around his head like that.”


“He has just lost his hat and the pall bearer has stepped on it. He is awfully upset.”


Hot and hushed in the random rainbow rays of light on the grey and white checkered floor, the black little group assembling tightly one by one. A kneeling stool in front of an altar covered in dusty brown faded photographs. Of shawled women and homburg hatted men. One smilingly smoking a cigar of whom it was said he was a black sheep who had wandered astray in camel hair to watering places everywhere.


“I am hot nannie.”


“Shush.”


“Why does mommie sway.”


“Shush.”


“Uncle Edouard is pulling out his.”


“My God.”


“Tie.”


“O shush.”


The priest murmuring prayers as heads bow in the stale musty air. The coffin pushed gently sideways on the shelf in the wall. Sprinkled with holy juices. Balthazar’s mother’s hair so blond against the black, a white hanky held up under her veil. And as the milky marble slab shut the coffin away. Heads were turning one by one to look at Uncle Edouard as he stood his chin lifted and eyes elevated. His black tie decorated with a balloon and gondola beneath which was written, Bon Voyage.
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At noon the air still, a white light and dust across Paris. Little groups collecting in boulangeries down dark streets. Big cats asleep in shoemakers’ windows. Three long black automobiles turning into an entrance in Avenue George V. A pale delicate tree in the midday darkness, long smooth branches reaching up past windows to a playful sky blue.


The air cool inside the high wide thick doors. Balthazar’s mother in her black laces, veils and chiffons ascends alone in the tiny lift. There she is as we come puffing up five flights of wide pink marble stairs, curved and gleaming. Uncle Edouard frowning and pursing his lips at the mechanical marvel. Where are we going nannie, now. Who is that man with mommie. These are lawyers. What are lawyers. They are men who look things up in big books.


“Why.”


“To be safe.”


“Why.”


“Because you must always try to be safe.”


“Am I safe nannie.”


“Yes.”


“Are you safe nannie.”


“No.”


“Why.”


“We must be quiet now.”


“I don’t like lawyers, nannie.”


“No one likes lawyers, little boy.”


The big brown eyed soft faced man bowed at the door and led these five people and little Balthazar across the red blue and gold carpet of this high domed marble pillared foyer. Down a long oak panelled hall past portraits of ministers, presidents and kings. He held out an arm at a doorway into a wide pale pink low ceilinged room and nodded as each passed by his secret face and soft silken cuffs held by wafers of golden links. Three all black straw hatted women entering, each with thick greying thatches of dark hair bobbed across foreheads, each fluttering fans against their veiled faces, and taking seats in the last row of chairs as Uncle Edouard put his cupped hand to his mouth and emitted a long vibrating belch.


A great glass topped table stacked with ribboned documents and a black strong box with Balthazar’s father’s name written in silver. Balthazar’s mother in the centre front row of chairs, crossing her long black stockinged legs, and her hand tugging the edge of her skirt down on her knee. She turned to Balthazar, patting the seat next to hers. He shook his head and held nannie’s hand. The door closed and the key turned in the lock. The lawyer put on his glasses and nodded and waited and a man came to nannie’s ear. He whispered and she dropped Balthazar’s hand, stood and moved towards the door. Balthazar with blazing eyes and clenched fists.


“Stay nannie, stay with me.”


“She cannot little boy.”


“She must she must.”


Out the window a sudden cooling breeze blowing over the tree tops. Great grey thundery clouds collecting. Uncle Edouard raising a right arm and flickering his hand.


“But of course nannie should stay.”


The Maître looking over the faces until he nodded towards Balthazar and then to nannie and then to Uncle Edouard who leaned forward over her shoulder.


“Balthazar, the little boy, perhaps he would give the signal to begin, it is technical of course.”


“Begin.”


“Ah like the father, he has authority as well as anger.”


A cool breeze pushed out the heavy green drapes at the windows. The clouds growing greyer and sky darker as Maître’s voice was raised above the honking traffic in the street below. Who are those three ladies nannie. They are your aunts from the country. What are they holding. They are holding jars of honey. Why. Shush you must listen to Maître. What do hotchpot and trustee mean nannie. They mean important things. Why do you squeeze up your forehead nannie, it doesn’t make you look nice. I know but shush now.


“I want to wee wee. You must come and hold it for me.”


Maître lowering his manuscript. Balthazar standing and pulling nannie by the hand. A young man turning the key and opening the door and leading them along the hall.


“Come in nannie.”


“Go yourself.”


“No.”


“O God.”


“You must not say o God. You must hold it for me. I do not want to be unkind to you nannie, but I will shout if you don’t. Now that I am awfully rich you must do what I tell you.”


Balthazar returning with nannie across these soft carpets. Maître reads on. A heavy rain falling on Paris. Winds sweeping over the chestnut trees and lightning streaking bright blue across the rooftops. Maître flinching at the splintering shatter of thunder. The young man in the grey suit and flattened gleaming black hair closed the windows. Uncle Edouard taking deep breaths and sighing, ah ozone, ozone. The last page turned over. Maître looked over the top of his glasses and laid the white and red beribboned document on his desk. The little assembly sat in stillness. Maître cleared his throat and pulled slowly at the end of his nose.


“Are there any questions, please.”


Uncle Edouard putting back his arms and yawning loudly.


“Ah yes, why are men more fond of dogs than other men.”


“Monsieur I think that is perhaps on this occasion out of my arrondissement to answer.”


“I am happy to withdraw the question. Lawyers, ah yes, they have courage. But only when it is time to send the bill. It is time by my watch for my steam bath. Besides I always like to be only five minutes away from my camembert in case it is the end of the world and only a little Beaujolais is left. Gevrey Chambertin.”


The little gathering rose. The young man unlocking the door. Uncle Edouard taking a stance, heel clicking the ladies departure. The jars of honey placed in nannie’s hands. The three aunts each in turn patting Balthazar on the head. Their fat black new shoes sticking out from their long black skirts. One held a cane, and had big brown teeth when she smiled.
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And this evening a fresh green darkness over Paris. Nannie hurried through the figures collected in the doorway. Tightly squeezing Balthazar’s hand as they stepped down the grey steps under the ivy entwined glass canopy. Her big eyes full of tears pushing him up on the high black leather seat of Uncle Edouard’s car. She stood wiping her hands across her mended greeny tweed travelling skirt. Her eyes crinkling as she tried to smile.


“We’ll be going to Dover. You’ll see the big white cliffs from the boat.”


“Will there be a little boy I can play with in England.”


“Yes.”


A loud explosion. The motor jumped forward and nannie jumped back. Uncle Edouard ripping off his helmet to stand in front of the machine wagging his finger.


“You, you machine, you are the first self starting machine in Paris and so help me God you will start or I will kick off your fenders.”


Uncle Edouard climbing in again. A yessy grin at Balthazar. And again pressing the little black button. A splutter and the machine rumbled and fumed into life. Light gleaming on his mother’s golden hair, her black veils clutched around her shoulders. All wan smiles and waves. They push you away, and say goodbye. Then you are lonely and afraid with all the emptiness deeper and deeper everywhere.


The motor passed honking and lights flashing out across Avenue Foch. Uncle Edouard shaking his fist at a terrified automobilist he narrowly missed. They whizzed by the little triangular peak of land at Avenue Bugeaud with a squeal of tires and bumped over the rainbows of cobble stones agleam in the yellow flood of headlights. Uncle Edouard squeezing the black rubber bulb of his squawking horn. At the Place Victor Hugo under the lamplight a dark figure stepping from the curb turned suddenly to raise an umbrella and shout at the approaching motor.


“Infidel, infidel, I am holder of the Carte for War Injury, third class.’’


“Out of my way Monsieur, I am holder of the Carte d’Auteur Légion Pornographique, avec une palme et deux balles, first class.”


Balthazar turning to look as the car sailed past, and an old gentleman swooned back from the road to fall into the lap of a cafe customer and both with table and citron pressé went crashing to the ground. When I bombarded Uncle Edouard with the cheese, he said I was a little brat.


“Why are you not a big brat to do that to that gentleman.’’


“Ah but I am.’’


A man in beret and blue overall with a banana long red nose and tiny dark eyes opened back two huge gates. The motor entered a grey stone paved courtyard and rolled to a stop under a vast glass roofed garage lined with motorcars, two wicker gondolas, and tall potted palms.


“Anatole this is my little nephew Balthazar, he is our guest. Come Balthazar, you have not been here before. You will like it.’’


“I may not.”


“Ah you are a persistently disbelieving little chap aren’t you. You must be my friend and I will be your friend.”


A looming hairy shadow in the half light behind a gently arching palm. Balthazar stops and moves back a frightened step.


“What is that.”


“That is the most dangerous bear in the world. The Grizzly.”


“Is he real.”


“Ah he is stuffed but he is real. He charged out at us in the Yukon. We had no warning. He is eleven feet high and alive he weighed five hundred kilos. He is too big for the house.”


Uncle Edouard taking off his helmet and brushing his hand lightly down his gay checked suit. From his lapel floated a tiny red balloon, the Légion d’Honneur aloft, which bounced about as he led the way up a metal staircase to a glass door. Anatole opening it and carrying Balthazar’s bag.


“What did you do when the bear came after you.”


“Of course I dropped to my knee to take aim. Everyone else they ran. I had just time to fire. I knew there would be no hope if I did not at once hit a fatal spot. I aimed for the eye. Bang. He was but ten yards away and coming like a train. I fired again but he was upon me. I jumped to the side. His paw caught me on the shoulder, tearing right through. It was but a shallow scratch only. Of course it made me a trifle nervous. I had only the left arm to fire the rifle into the side of his head. He could not see out of one eye but at such close quarters his claw came down like so and my jacket it was torn in half. The situation was very dangerous. You follow me. It was terrible. I shot again below the ear. At last he went down. It was like an earthquake. The brambles, the roots, clumps of grass all went flying in the sky. I had won. In sadness I came close and aimed between the eyes. Bang. It was all over. He was a brave bear. Afterwards I had a marvellous appetite. A true Frenchman does not reserve all valour for the battle field but for the dinner table.”


Down a long dark hall, the walls dressed with spears, crossbows and arrows. Two dogs, their claws tearing at the parquet rushing to jump up on Uncle Edouard, snapping and growling at each other’s grey hairy heads.


“Ah hello. Hello. These two. They are Esme and Putsie. They both love me. But they hate one another. If one could cook for the other perhaps it would not be so.”


Shiny green walls round a steep winding staircase into a kitchen under an arching brown smoky ceiling. Blackened great iron ranges, copper pots, ladles from the little to the big. Bacon and hams curing on hooks. Gleaming knives spread on a thick chopping table. Sliced red golden carrots and long strips of meat. Uncle Edouard taking up a large knife and flashing the blade back and forth on a thin tapering sharpening steel.


“Now Balthazar watch me.”


Uncle Edouard with one hand throwing up a fat blue pink onion. He holds out the knife. A swift pull, and with the left hand he catches half an onion and smiles upon the other half as it skids away across the floor.


“Ah too bad but I have never caught both halves. But Louis the great chef of Metz. He could do it behind his back with a clove of garlic. While he sang the Marseillaise. He had what you call the dexterity.”


Steaming on the range two big black iron pots to which Uncle Edouard tip toes smilingly, drawing his neck like a turtle into his long leather motoring coat. Lifting the lid of one and sniffing. Then the other where a pig’s ear peeked from the edge of the vaporous vessel.


“Odette, my God. An aroma fit for, how can I say. A clochard’s dream. Such consommé.”


“But Monsieur le Baron, I have merely scraped together a few ingredients, as always.”


Uncle Edouard with a great bow and sweep, bending to kiss Odette’s hand as she raised the other shrinking to her breast and cackled shyly from a toothless mouth. And Balthazar led along a gloomy corridor by this large jaunty uncle.


“Why does not everyone call you Baron.”


“To be Monsieur is to be everything already. I am too, your godfather. I am your father’s first cousin. It is proper that families remain thick like a good soup so nourishing on a cold day. And here, this is the first private lift in Paris. Out of order, of course. It is man’s destiny to go upwards. Even at the most intimate of times.”


That night from covers tucked tightly at Balthazar’s throat, the world was dark and deep. Under the whitish waves of the English Channel did there swim these turtles cooking. Were they awfully afraid to boil and simmer out of a cold sea and go up Uncle Edouard’s twitching nose. Please God make me and nannie go upwards and bring her safe back to me. Even when she is a little sweaty and I do not like the smell.


At dawns to wake in Uncle Edouard’s big musty house, and see the shadowy cupboard carved with sheaves of wheat and grapes and leaves of vines. To push the pearl in the black ebony button by the bed. And wonder. To ask why of Uncle Edouard, could not my father do tricks like you. Ah but he did, but they were with the contract, and presto you are a very rich little boy.


A gentle knock. As each morning came a big black and gold leaved Welsh tray carrying a hot white pitcher of milk and white pot of coffee. A small basket of cut bread of crackling crust on the starched linen. Earthenware tub of butter. White white saucers of peach and strawberry preserve. And Balthazar sat thin little elbows tucked beside him. Saying a shy merci beaucoup to the dark thin person who each morning smiled and said bonjour little gentleman.


Down a half landing his bare feet on the silk brightness of Persian carpet and through a glass door was a large tiled room filled with contortions of gleaming pipes. Center stood a canopied iron pissoir as on the boulevards and next to it a frosted glass cage where Uncle Edouard showered. And by one wall a great green glass tub on golden lion paws. The thin dark servant had come to turn the huge gold taps and fill the tub.


“Madame.”


“I am mademoiselle.”


“Pardon. Mademoiselle what are all the tubes and rubber bottles and clips.”


“Ah the Baron is fond of the Enema Anglais.”


“What is that.”


“Like cognac it is not for little gentlemen.”


“Why.”


“Never mind but at ten this morning you go and wait for your uncle in the library.”


The walls oak panelled and lined with tall books. A globe of the world with a sea all blue and land all colors stood higher than Balthazar’s head. Lifting a big book from the desk and opening it across his lap in the high backed leather chair. Photographs of chaps in fur hoods and mittens and fat boots standing on the snow near steaming waters. The kissing sound that Uncle Edouard makes with his teeth as he comes through the door. Bending his head around the chair and smiling at Balthazar.


“Good. You read of the Icelandic exploration. He is Alpert, he is Dubois. My beloved confreres. They are lost forever beyond the arctic circle. Death is painless in such frozen wastes. But come. Today you will see something.”


The sun shining whitely on Paris this mid September. The air shimmering and still. In the big motor Uncle Edouard cruised down the boulevard bumping on the cobbles. Across the Seine with plowing barges in its grey green water. And past the wine market to the Aquarium of the Jardin des Plantes. Walking along the gravel paths between the rows of closely clipped chestnut trees. Other little children squatting over their games around plots of blossoms flaming from the ground.


“Uncle Edouard.”


“Yes little boy.”


“What is the Enema Anglais.”


“Ah ha. To whom have you been talking.”


“No one.”


“You have loyalty. Good.”


“Do you Uncle have the Enema Anglais, is that good.”


“In England it is for the thrill. But for me it is science.”


“What is it.”


“A delicate matter.”


“Why.”


“I am the first to make the first official illegal flight across the sixteenth arrondissement north to south. And for that achievement I use the ballast au naturelle. For three days before I dine in the best restaurants of Paris. And when necessary to achieve further ascent there is the jettison of the bowel. But the trouble was grave. Came the scream of ordure from below. The newspaper carried the headline, The Affaire Balloon Merde. Now before I go aloft I have the Enema Anglais. And then there is no question of the ballast of the bowel.”


A moist and steamy air under the high arching greenhouse glass. Pots and palms and vines, orchids and water lilies. They walked hand in hand through a dark long passage. A brown door and into a sky lighted room. A gentleman with a great beak of nose and thin greying hair. His deep voice booming as he shook hands with Uncle Edouard and bowed to the big blue widening eyes on the pale face of Balthazar. Whose small bared knees touched, thin stems joined between his white stockings and short flannel trousers. The air scented with the sharp sweet smell of lifeless life pinned, tacked and pickled.


“Perhaps it is a biology lesson I bring my nephew to. The eels, Professor, how do they go.”


“They continue to go down each other’s gullet.”


“Perhaps you would tell Balthazar the history.”


“It is short. They eat each other alive to live and soon there will be but one left.”


“And ah Professor, shall we not come and seize him. We will eat him.”


“When he is smoked. Dear Edouard.”


“Your point well taken, Professor. And the palate chilled with Chablis.”


The days ticked by and chimed on the great grandfather clock in the library. With trips around Paris. To the zoo. Where citizens collected in front of the monkey cages cheering the passions of the apes. And when Uncle Edouard said.


“They are but amateurs at love.”


“And you Monsieur, you are a professional frissonist. Perhaps you give lessons.”


The little crowd laughed. And later under the bright blue awninged cafe by the Bois, Uncle Edouard quaffed the Vichy water as Balthazar scooped up the raspberry ice cream. Back at Uncle Edouard’s house, Balthazar passing the strange room of Fifi who did not emerge, and he heard Uncle Edouard. Long live suppositories, my Fifi, you must shove the cure up the arse for the best results, so as not to ruin the stomach with the pills. The door opened and Uncle Edouard shook his head back and forth, my Fifi is poorly. And Balthazar stepped behind a jardiniere as Uncle Edouard went down the hall.


Nannie sent a postcard from Folkestone with a green stamp and picture of a soldier in red coat with a big black tall hat and you could not see his eyes as he stood with a gun. And remembering a story of olden days when men came to take prisoners out to a big knife which dropped on their necks. And nannie said the heads say words as they roll.


Now this Sunday morning scented with coffee and baking bread. Servants dressed for mass. All silent through the sunless house. Awnings down over windows. Concierges taking momentary eyes away from tenants to feed their canaries. Bells pealing across Paris. Boulangeries laying out their sweet cakes. While old ladies lean between their plants to stare into the street.


The library of Uncle Edouard’s house where the Baron, festooned with pitons and coils of rope, clung photographed to the sides of mountains and waving from gondolas prepared for the ascent. The grandfather clock with its little ship rocking the seconds away on a tempestuous sea, struck ten o’clock. And Balthazar sat upright at a sudden sound of loud barking, growling and screaming. He stepped out past the open thick oak door and tip toed up the spiral stairs. Other hurrying feet through the halls and coming up from the kitchen. At the floor above and down the hall from the ablution room, the open door of Uncle Edouard’s bedchamber flanked by the two terror stricken servant girls. Sound of glass breaking. Anatole pushing by followed by Odette, and Balthazar peeking between the two.


In the panelled bedroom a canopied four poster festooned with blue satin and crimson tassels. Fifi, Uncle Edouard’s unseen strange mistress of the rubbery white skin and kinky hair, clutching bedclothes high to her naked shoulders. The dogs Esme and Putsie flying round like a wheel and tearing at each other’s throats. The bright red eiderdown rent. The room afloat with feathers and the growling and slashing and clacking of teeth. The two dogs from the back of a sofa chair leaping to the mantelpiece and felling the photographs. Brushes, perfume bottles tumbling as the doggies sailed across the boudoir table, to briefly sally half way up the only thin panel of green brocaded wall.


The little group aghast. Fingernails in mouths, where a tremulous joy tugged in the corner of lips at the sight of this canine chaos. Anatole in pursuit and tripping over a stool to bounce on his long nosed face. As Fifi raised the cry.


“Edouard, Edouard.”


Heavy padding feet coming down the hall. Hunter balloonist explorer Uncle Edouard appeared dripping water from hairy shoulders, a towel held wrapped around his middle. The gathering making way for the master of the house.


“My God Fifi it is like a blizzard.”


“Stop them.”


“What happened.”


Uncle Edouard pursuing the doggie antagonists as they travelled up and down the chaise longue, skidding across the inlay. Now locked in each other’s jaws and rolling under the bed.


“Ah ha. It is the Yukon once more.”


“Stop them.”


“Of course I am. How did it start.”


“Esme was sleeping under the eiderdown and Putsie went to crawl in there as well. There was the confrontation in the dark.”


“Yikes.”


Anatole with a fire tongs forcing them out from under the bed and with a flash of hands Uncle Edouard on his knees seized both doggies by the scruff of the neck and stood triumphantly holding them high and apart from each other in either hand. The two snarling animals shaking and snapping in the air.


A great awful silence. Fifi, eyes wide, slowly raising her hands to cover her face. A little victory smile on the face of Anatole. Slow intakes of breath as the two servant girls covered mouths with their spread out fingers. And Odette the cook announcing.


“But Monsieur le Baron is naked.”
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And Monday this fading September his mother returned from Bad Gastein in the Austrian Alps. Pierre came to collect Balthazar in a long silver motor. The thermometer on the ivy clad wall of Uncle Edouard’s courtyard read seventeen degrees centigrade. And Pierre put a knuckle under the chin of the passing thin dark servant girl with her basket full of vegetables.


“Ah my sweet you would be a nice little pigeon out of your coop.”


The swallows dipped and swooped over the dark greenness of the chestnut trees. And the car went detouring a long route down Avenue d’Iéna past the Palais de Chaillot. Where nannie had taken Balthazar to see the fountains Uncle Edouard called the grand pissoir and Balthazar said who makes all that wee wee.


This afternoon to take tea and petits fours on the window seat of the salon in the big house off Avenue Foch. A soft sunlight passing down the grey rooftops and spreading warmth amid the coloured cozy cushions. Little dog Spot jumped and licked Balthazar’s face and knees. His mother kissed him on the cheeks and brushed back his hair with her hand. Her skin browned and smooth. And Balthazar frowned and turned away from the swellings of her breasts. A cigarette at the end of a long holder she tapped with a gleaming sharp nail. To raise her chin and look down her cheeks from her fluttering white lidded eyes.


“You will like little English boys. They all go away from their country castles to school. They go in big black cars. Their nannies go too with boxes of goodies. Chocolate and jams, biscuits and turkish delights.”


“I want to stay with Uncle Edouard.”


“Absurd. He is a great fool.”


“He is not.”


“He was but one day in America off the boat before he was sold a bridge to Brooklyn. He wanted to jump by parachute into the river, privately. It was too bad he was arrested.”


“He is an explorer.”


“What. For little tidbits of fluff he picks up on the boulevards to call mistresses. At school you will be taught golf. And that will be nice. You will write often to your mommie, won’t you.”


“No.”


“Why.”


“Because I don’t like you.”


On the lonely grey Tuesday. Rain pouring on Paris. Dreams at night of eels with other eels’ tails sticking out of their mouths in a whole great ocean of long grey devouring things waving up like seaweed to bite at one swimming and swimming. And in the morning dressed. Gusts of wind bending the branches and turning up the silver sides of leaves. Uncle Edouard at the bottom of the iron staircase in the courtyard. Patting Balthazar on the head.


“Ah little boy you must not mind, one day it will all only seem as a dream. Remember you go to learn about fair play in England. There they make life like a game and they say play the game. I am glad you have liked it here and you will come back of course.”


The big long black motor stopped in the courtyard. Pierre, his father’s chauffeur, stepping out. Inside sat nannie. And suddenly Balthazar turned and ran. Up the stairs and down the hall. And nannie, Pierre and Uncle Edouard went searching up through the house. Pierre found him a half hour later crouching hidden in a laundry basket. Struggling and tugging, he was pulled along, his small black shoes digging and dragging on the carpets. His hand catching wherever he could hold and with the other he squeezed his elephant Tillie tightly to his cheek.


Down the iron stairs again to the courtyard, kicking Pierre’s shins. The big arms holding him firmly, like the night he was grabbed up from the dark country road. Uncle Edouard’s voice and strange sad wave as the others of the house watched from a window.


“O do not hurt the little boy, do not hurt him please.”


The kicks rained upon Pierre’s leather gaitered shins. And he swept Balthazar up and laid him into the arms of nannie. Her tear streaked face as she sat nodding out the car door. A civil goodbye to Uncle Edouard who stood solemnly holding up a motionless hand. The motor pulled out the gates and turning right, crossed over Avenue Kléber to speed towards the Arc de Triomphe. When suddenly nannie put her hand to her lips and called through the little fanlight to Pierre to please go back down to the white house off Avenue Foch again.


Nannie’s dark blue cape flew out from her as she ran through the gate and went tripping up the steps. Beyond the glass within the shadows of the house, Balthazar saw her handed a white envelope. Figures following as she stopped a moment under the ivy entwined glass canopy that shielded the grey steps from the pouring rain. Nannie rushed to the open car door and waved back to the figures emerging on the porch. With a great sigh she tucked the envelope in her bag. Pierre leans forward to release the brake and says to Dunkirk.


With a honk of the squawking horn, the big black car, streaming rain, rolled away from the shuttered house in the little square. Under the canopy cook waved and maid waved and Balthazar in the car’s back window stuck out his tongue. Slowly the women on the porch dropped their hands to suddenly raise them again. As Spot the little brown eyed dog came dashing between their skirts and down the steps after the car. Which went faster and faster. And Balthazar screamed stop stop.


Through puddles across grass verges along the Bois to Porte Maillot. The wet little brown and black creature watching up at the back car window as its small legs churned away on the grey cobbles. All along the Boulevard heading north. Pedestrians  stopping to turn and look from under their umbrellas. And Balthazar said o nannie nannie please wait for him, please.


At a grey deserted cross road, the tired little dog came to a stop. He stood there looking left and right and growing smaller and smaller. To leave a bleak empty space behind on the road. Through the flickering of Balthazar’s tears all the way to Chantilly and across the river Oise.


And this next morning out on the Channel a smell of fumes of oil and breath and vomit. As Balthazar led nannie out along the ship’s rail and they stood against the bulkhead lashed by sheets of wind and mists of spray from a grey wild sea. A gentleman stood a little away and smiled at nannie.


“Why does that gentleman look at you like that and smile nannie.”


“It is what gentlemen do.”


“He is looking at your skirt where you have your big mend.”


“Yes.”


“Why.”


“Because he thinks that perhaps I would make a good wife who can cook and sew.”


The deck heaving in the long curving foaming swells speeding on the sea. Nannie held a hand to her mouth as she vomited. Balthazar gave her his hanky and put an arm close around her. Pierre in his dark suiting and gleaming leather gaiters was drinking brandy two decks below in the first class bar.


In the grey dark tumbling heavens ahead were explosions of light flashing up from the horizon. The sound of crashing chairs and pots and broken glass as the little ship pitched and crashed into the rising walls of water. Nannie gave out with anguished gasps through the brown and green liquids spewing from her mouth.


A steward came and helped take nannie back to the cabin where she lay eyes closed on the bunk. At a little lamp Balthazar read the newspaper, his stockinged legs crossed jigging his black gleaming silver buckled shoe. He rang for a lemon flavoured mineral water and a thin piece of ham between slices of white bread. Brought by the gentle white jacketed steward. Who smiled kindly and bowed and said he would be delighted to be of further help if anything was needed for madam. And Balthazar smiled and said he called you madam nannie.


Balthazar clutching the broad wood railing on deck. Ahead the white cliffs and sea gulls soaring in the grey sky. Dark castle walls on the hill. Two little lighthouses atop the ends of the great concrete breakwaters. Fishermen in yellow and black oil skins waved and pointed at the tossing packet boat and crouched as a wall of sea crashed. Ships’ bells cutting speed. And in the strange silence the little vessel heaved between the lights and across into the sheltered waters.


The safe harbour full of fishing boats and bereft coasters. Under hovering bleak cranes, lines were cast to shore. Dark sheds and railway sidings. The grey slate roofs of the red bricked buildings on the hillside. All chill wet and grim and England.


Pierre signing yellow sheets of paper for a grey uniformed man. Black dressed and capped customs with gold circles around their sleeves. The strange tall hats on the ruddy faced smiling policemen. Nannie no longer green but white and wan as Balthazar helped her unsteadily down the bumpy gangway.


Another grey uniformed man bowed them welcome into the big black car. To bump across the dockyard and between two tall great green wooden gates. Through the town with bricked in flower gardens in front of the houses all called Sunnyside. And suddenly out to the gently rolling green hills and hedgerowed fields. Why is England so small nannie and all the trees in the fields with the cows.


Nannie read out directions to Pierre from a book. Stopping to see signposts through little villages neat silent and green. Up over hills and under canopies of trees. To take tea at an inn. Hot scones and strawberry jam. Pierre across the hall nodding about to cloth capped men in tweed jackets with little knots of scarfs tied at their throats. They stood in the smoke close under twisted ancient beams and swirled tall jars of drink.


“Nannie they look like they drink wee wee.”


“That’s a very naughty thing to say.”


At this great entrance with lions and shields high up, a drive went winding between thick green shrubberies. On and on turning and twisting until they came into a clearing. A great grey massive building. A group of boys their white knees and short trousers. Led hangdog along the road. And who turned and looked at him as the big car passed. To stop beside a tall brown door at the top of three granite steps.


“I don’t want to stay here, nannie. I don’t like it.”


“You will like it. Look see, other little boys there. Nice little English boys.”


Inside the lost gloomy greyness a group of heads crowded at the window looking out. Grins on the front row faces. Pierre’s feet crunching on the gravel, unloading trunk and tuck box. Nannie pressing the big brass button. A grey haired woman opening the door. Balthazar shrinking in the car. Nannie returning down the wide grey steps, her face and eyes white and tearful.


“Come Balthazar.”


“No.”


“You must. You must for me.”


Balthazar came from the car. His black little overcoat wrapped tightly round him. Blue Tillie clutched to his breast. A bell tolling time in a spire above the roof. Pierre carrying his trunk and box into the shadowy hallway. And Balthazar following nannie to the click of heels down the long panelled hall as a tall thin man approached. Smiled. Offered down a hand to Balthazar. And nannie suddenly turned and bent to touch her lips on the silken blond hair. And then she and Pierre were gone. The sound of the car starting and fading away in this lonely ungentle world.


“Come Balthazar, meet some of your dormitory mates. That’s a good chap, this way.”


In an oaken door. A large room of high windows, tables, chairs and benches. The wood gouged with initials and names. The walls kicked and scarred. A banana peel on the window sill and a plate of carrots on the floor. And a little group, the grinners at the window. Who approached unsmiling and sidled round like grazing cattle. One hand was put forward in greeting.


“There you are, this is Balthazar. He is from France, boys. Welcome him. No nonsense now. Beefy is another Balthazar but we call him Beefy, don’t we Beefy. And you Duffer when you stop picking your nose you show Balthazar here the way about. What is the ablative of fossa.”


“Fossa sir.”


“Good chap.”


The door closed. The little group grinning again. Duffer feeling the fabric of Balthazar’s overcoat. A small dark boy of glittering eyes stepped close to touch Tillie’s pink trunk and Balthazar twitched his shoulder away.


“New boy.”


Balthazar looking round at the hard faces and stepping back and squeezing close Tillie.


“New boy give us this elephant. We don’t have toys here. New boy. You must give us this elephant.”


“No.”


“New boy give us this elephant.”


“No.”


The little circle tightened about Balthazar. Of narrow eyed boys. Pudgy hands reaching and pulling at Tillie tightly clutched in the crook of his arm.


“Give us this elephant new boy if you know what’s good for you.”


Balthazar clenching his jaw. A thump thump thump in his breast. Laurel leaves touching the squares of window pane beyond the teeth showing faces. A grimy hand tugging at Tillie’s trunk. Other fingers prising open the crook of his elbow. The figures closed in. Breathing up against his eyes. Balthazar shaking himself back and forth from the grasping hands and turning towards the door for escape where another grinning monster stood with big lips open.


“You can’t get out of here new boy.”


Balthazar raised a little fist and struck out in front of him. The faces closed in again. A hand pushed hard at his chest. He went backwards over a boy crouching behind his knees. Tillie pulled from his hands as he fell. His head banged the floor and stars danced across a sudden blackness. His eyes opened and above him Tillie’s grey stuffing dropped down as it was stretched and torn to pieces between the laughing hands.


Balthazar rose shouting and flailing his arms. The door handle turning. A sudden scuffling commotion. Then silence. A row of little boys seated gently at their desks, perusing Latin and Greek grammars, faces contorted in thought. All the studious eyebrows raised towards the opening door.


“What’s this nonsense going on in here. What’s the dreadful meaning of this.”


Balthazar was led away. Down the long dark corridor. His chest trembling with his breath. Through a swing door into a large room with panelled walls and ceiling. A great crystal chandelier on a chain. A woman in a white apron brought a cup of brown tea. And slice of buttered toast. He sat alone among the dining tables. Out the window a terrace. Faint shouts and smack of a stick against a ball. A hill sweeping steeply down to the tops of trees. The sky was grey and purple and flashed with light and there came a distant rumble of a thundery world.


Balthazar taken from the dining room by the white aproned woman. Down the hall and up two flights of stairs. To sit in a big leather chair in the housemaster’s study. The thin tall man in a dark checked coat and grey flannel trousers. A bright yellow tweed tie. And his polished boots cracked and scarred. The desk lamp spreading out its dim light as long thin fingers turned over papers. The wind brushing a fir branch against the window glassy and black.


“I am your housemaster. Who pushed you down.”


“I do not know.”


“The elements of leadership sometimes are found in a little scuffling. We mold little leaders here. Did you get a cup of tea.”


“Yes.”


“Did you enjoy your little tea.”


“It was quite reasonable.”


“You speak English well. Who taught you.”


“My nannie.”


“Good show. You look a dear little chap.”


“Do not speak to me like that.”


“I beg your pardon.”


“I do not want to be called a dear little chap. I am a small human being.”


“I see. Well perhaps it’s time we took you to your dormitory. Our small human being will be playing golf tomorrow. Do you read your bible.”


“No.”


“Well we are keen on scripture here. And you must address me as sir. We are not unkind but we stand for no nonsense. Play the game. Play it well. Play it fairly. And avoid smutty talk and companions.”


“I do not understand the word smutty.”


“Pity. Smutty. You will recognise it when it comes. And know we shan’t stand for it.”


“What is smutty.”


“You mean what is smutty, sir.”


“What is smutty, sir.”


“That’s better. Smutty. Hmmmm. A smear upon the spirit. Concerning things between the legs. There shall be no groping there, you can be sure of that. We shall have no Frenchiness either. When smuttiness comes smite it.”


“What is smite.”


“Smite, smote, smitten. To strike powerfully. And here we smite smut. Let there be no question about that. Our little golfers knock it for a loop. You are a clever little chap, I can see that. But we don’t want cleverness to become slipperiness.”


“I do not understand you.”


“Quite simple, we run a school here to mold leaders. Boys here are of the very best families. Little princes and lords with few exceptions.”


“I am not a prince or lord.”


“We make allowances for that. Commoners are given every opportunity.”


“I want my elephant back.”


“You mean sir.”


“Sir.”


“We don’t have toys here you know. Boys grow up here. And we will stamp out this groping between other boys’ legs. We’ll have done with that. Gung ho. That’s the cry. You French tend to run under heavy mortaring. You lack gung ho.”


“How dare you say that.”


“What Come come. You must learn to take criticism on the chin. Quite understandably you want to put up a little show for your countrymen. Mustn’t blind yourself however. Must not do that. From this school you will bring gung ho back to France. Carry that thought with you during your years here. Up you get now. Matron’s waiting in the hall. Your number is fifty seven. Always answer with your name and number. You’ll get used to it here.”


The matron, towels over her arm, led Balthazar along the hall, down a stair and into a high ceilinged long room. A wide shiny aisle of floorboards dividing two rows of beds standing against the grey walls. Matron stopped near one of the tall windows framing the edge of tree tops against a clearing sky. A pinkish mist of white swirling clouds over the countryside. Boys reading, polishing shoes, and tidying lockers. They focused eyes up at the ceiling or down into their laps.


“Here we are now. You’ll soon muck in.”


The matron in her grey tweed skirt and sweater, vast bosoms bumping Balthazar on the shoulder, patted him gently on the head. She smiled around her, nodding east and west. And disappeared out the door where a strange red light glowed from the great window of the staircase.


Balthazar reached to touch his crocodile grooming case on the blue blanket. A toothbrush and toothpaste laid upon a towel, and neatly folded across his pillow, his golden silk pyjamas. Standing now tears all dried, a taste of salt at the corner of the lips, legs atremble and cold. His lungs shuddering faintly as he caught in mouthfuls of air.


Not to look up ere some crushing horror descend at the back of one’s ears. Nor move too soon ere a large monster snort new fire. But now to turn gently and up from brave but shy eyes to see. On the next bed sitting a plump little boy. His carrot haired head bent over as he sewed carefully with needle and thread. He looked up and smiled. His eyes were brown and his cheeks big and red. And in his hands, all nearly joined back together again, was Tillie.
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Each fortnight Beefy’s granny sent Swiss chocolate. And little blocks were pushed across to Balthazar in the dark. Lights out and Crunch the housemaster patrolled the dim corridors. At full moon he walked a rapid tight circle at the distant end of the hall, nervously entwining his hands and mumbling.


“We will stamp out smuttiness. We shall have straight little backs and sound bottoms. No smut here.”


October trees dropping their brown leaves on the wet grass. Chill damp dawn mornings the little boys rose shivering and clutching towels to hunch to the tub room. The still dark countryside out the window. Wintering thrushes asleep.


The screams and agonised faces as the white bodies cast themselves into the big baths of icy water. Contortions of sweating lead pipes held with shiny brass clips to the white tiled walls. The gurgling laughter, pushes and shoves. And threats of revenge.


“You just wait tonight. You’ll feel something you won’t like.”


Balthazar in uniform, waiting by his bed. Beefy striding back from the wash room with his morning smile. As Balthazar enquires gently as to the way in this world.


“What will happen tonight.”


“Masterdon’s a big bully. He has foot rot between the toes. He’ll put his larger snakes in Duffer’s bed. They don’t bite hard. They sometimes only give a little sting. His are only grass snakes but I am collecting adders.”


Beefy over the days steering Balthazar from the lurking harms. The priest hole where they put you in up to your neck and kicked your face. The mud bath by the river where older boys commanded young boys to wrestle. Beefy said never cry or show you are afraid, the dumbest and weakest boys get the worst and they are especially horrid to princes and lords.


And this Saturday evening at the assembly room to see a tattered film on the delights of Guatemala and splendors of Veracruz. Boys chattering at the door waiting with their pillows. While Beefy below in the basement made a raid on the kitchen and stole away to a little stray dog he sheltered in the woods and called Soandso. Sunday afternoon convened to sit and copy from the blackboard the weekly letter to parents and guardians.




Dear Mother,


Yesterday was Founder’s Birthday and we saw an exciting film all about Central America made by the Founder’s father who explored there. On Tuesday we played golf. It was a jolly good caper. Soon we will be playing rugger. For dessert we had peaches and fresh cream. I am very happy here and very much enjoy the new friends I have made.


Balthazar    





Evening prayers in a candle lit chapel this Sunday. High voices in song. Smell of wax and autumn winds bleeding through cracks of doors and windows and crevices of stone. Balthazar staring down at this hymn as the words grew faint then blurred and dimmed. Until he woke on his bed, matron bent over him, a cold compress on his forehead. Then lights out and Beefy kneeling close at his bedside.


“Are you still poorly Balthazar.”


“No.”


“You fainted. You must be frightened and sad.”


“I want to write a letter to my nannie. And master said I can’t.”


“You shall. Tomorrow after golf. And then give it to me.”


A stretch of blue in a bleak sky. Across the gently folding lawns the sun would speed. And sheltered south west, hidden by a canvas awning on the porch of the golf pavilion, Balthazar wrote his small scrawl. 




Dear Nannie,


Today we are playing golf. The stick is too big for me and I cannot hit the ball. I now have a friend called Beefy. And his real name is Balthazar too. He is not afraid of anything and has gone far out of his way to protect me. On Founder’s Birthday we had toast and dripping for tea. The big boys have torture chamber after lights out and they take their pleasure to bang the bottoms of the littler boys. They call it botty bashing and it hurts very much. Honourables get the worst thumping of all. They are the sons of lords. Nothing else is happening here. Tonight is private dormitory feast. My friend and I eat cheese he has stolen from the kitchen. There is starvation here and I am glad my friend is good at thieving. I hope you find a nice husband for yourself soon. I am sorry the man who saw the good mend in your skirt on the boat did not make your acquaintance as he would have found you awfully nice.


Balthazar    





The envelope handed across to Beefy. Who tucked it beneath his sweater and set out at a trot to disappear with a wave at the edge of the wood. The trees laying great long shadows in the reddening setting sun. And a week later a letter came for Balthazar which he opened under the smile of Beefy.




My dearest Balthazar,


I did so much appreciate your very wonderful letter. And I am so glad you have made a nice friend. He sounds quite capable. When I left you to school I came to visit my mother and father who live just outside of this town by the Grand Junction Canal. Which is not awfully grand but there is some nice countryside all round. I take long walks by the canal and I carry a bag of bread to feed the swans. I can also see the trains go by and often I think of you. I too hope I find a nice husband soon. And when he is the man in my life, you will always be the other.


It will be so nice to see you at Christmas.


Nannie    





To sleep that night this letter tucked away under the pillow. And carried each day next to his flesh until the weeks went by and the writing grew faint and blurred and the paper curled and split. To open it again and again until finally it fell to pieces. And one whole line was left.
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The day following the great night storm in the wild year of weather which sent tiles clattering from rooftops and the belfry from the village church, Beefy made his usual speedy mission through the woods to post uncensored letters to the outside world. Balthazar running behind the heels of this chunky stalwart engine puffing the way over fallen branches, threading through bramble patches and looking back to smile encouragement to Balthazar.


And they came to the rustic shelter of pine boughs round a tree. There was a whimper and happy bark and wagging tail of little black and white Soandso. Tethered to the tree trunk jumping and licking in the piles of straw. Beefy with his jar of water, cheese and bread. And great grin as he withdrew from beneath his sweater and shirt two thick lamb chops.


“These are choice loin. They were for Crunch’s supper. He will be most annoyed.”


Beefy patting Soandso on the head as he growled over his dinner. He said goodbye be a good dog, and waved back as they crossed into a haunted plantation of great ancient oaks. Black shadows of ravens high in the tree tops. Their low throated cries, strange cocking of heads and gleaming eyes. Through a thicket of rhododendrons. Until suddenly they stepped out on the village road near a cozy thatched cottage buried in roses and bramble.


“That’s where Mrs. Twinkle lives. She’s very nice. When I’m away on holidays she takes in Soandso. Makes him awfully fat. He gets healthy quickly again when he’s back in the woods. We’re invited to tea. Hers are the yummiest of scones in all of England.”


With a grin Beefy pushed his letters into the red post box set in the wall. Ducking back off the road they crossed a field and entered a gate and along a grassy path through rows of moisture silvered cabbage leaves. Beefy knocking at the rose bowered door. The bright orange seeds against the crumbling stone.


Inside this low roofed room a fire crackling, Mrs. Twinkle’s moist eyes as she scurried about setting tea. Balthazar scooping up spoons of jam and biting through white fluffy hot scones to taste the sweet melting butter. Beefy went to the piano. His stubby little fingers rippling across the keys, his light voice raising slender music as he sang O For The Wings Of A Dove. And what nannie told in all the little evening whisperings or when we watched out or walked along the Channel shore. She said in the grey heavens over England it rains on a quiet and contented land.


“Mrs. Twinkle thank you so much for having us.”


Outside warmed with late sunlight red and gold through the trees. Mrs. Twinkle, grey head and black garments at her back door. The thin white hand raised to wave. The two little friends set off again through the woods. Gaily crossing a grassy valley and along the river. Beefy putting his finger on the small paw prints in the mud round a badger hole on the side of a hill. Through the beech wood and crouching along the edge of the golf course. They swung hands and whooped. And Beefy announced.


“I do believe Balthazar that I know how to butter up old ladies.”


Ahead stood the high wall of the kitchen garden. And at the giant yew tree Beefy scrambled up the twisting trunk pulling Balthazar behind. On top of the garden wall balancing. A hole in the branches of spreading boxwood tree below. Together hand in hand they jumped. Into this brief darkness. And to get up from their knees into the clutching waiting arms of Crunch and Slouch.


Light quick hearts and ashen faces. Led between the lettuce and onion beds carefully tended for masters’ evening salads. Up the back stairs in the awful silence. To the dormitory to wash. Back down the great staircase. Where the strange blood red spilled from the stained glass window. Their feet making this terrible noise on the boards. Of doom and disaster. Of God nowhere to be seen. Of nannie and her soft hair to let me rest my cheek when I weep.


“Don’t be frightened Balthazar. I will do the talking.”


“Stop that whispering number sixty four.”


In this dim panelled waiting room at the end of the long hall. Sofa seats and tables stacked with the school magazine. Famous old boys on the wall. The cricket and rugby elevens. Voices behind the dark oak door. Opening now. And the grim face of Slouch.


“All right sixty four and fifty seven, come in. Beefy hands out of your pockets.”


In the big room windows facing east and south. An oar high up across the wall above white shelves of bookcases. Framed parchments and degrees. Silver framed photographs on the desk of thin dark figures at a Palace Garden Party.


“Stand there. Hands behind backs. Well now this is a pretty little pitch isn’t it. I said hands behind the back sixty four. Now then we have some items. Item one. You recognise this Beefy, sixty four.”


“I think so sir.”


“Do you or don’t you.”


“I think I do. Sir.”


“It would appear to be your diary. Is it.”


“Could you hold it a little aside sir, the sun’s in my eyes.”


“Is it.”


“I could be mistaken sir.”


“O you could, could you. Trifle with me, will you. It is your diary. Let that fact be clearly established. And it’s utterly despicable and odious.”


“It is the truth.”


“Quiet sixty four, answer when spoken to and not before.”


“Sir I should be allowed an answer to your slander.”


“Shut up. How dare you. We’re only at the beginning of this interrogation. Slander indeed. How would you know the meaning of such a word.”


“I do sir.”


“Shut up.”


“You are being uncommonly rude sir.”


“I said shut up you little devil. Six strokes of the cane for every uncalled for remark. Now then. Mr. Crunch, let us proceed, you are a witness. And sixty four I wouldn’t try the tricky if I were you. Upon his return from Swindon, the headmaster shall have this matter put before him for action. I shudder to think all this is taking place during the funeral of the headmaster’s mother. Now then. This is your diary. Answer me, you are a masturbator.”


“Yes indeed sir.”


“You admit it.”


“Yes sir.”


“When did you begin this foul practice.”


“As soon as I was able sir.”


“When was that.”


“I don’t know sir, ever since I can remember. It has been spontaneous with me sir. It has always felt nice to pull upon sir.”


“Take that down verbatim, Mr. Crunch. Now then. Do you deny it was you who chalked up the legend I am the vast masturbator on the blackboards of this school.”


“Not me sir.”


“Ha, not me sir, yet, page fourteen of your diary. Let me refresh your memory a bit. September 27th. Tonight successfully succeeded in the deed. What did you mean by that. On the next morning following that entry each classroom blackboard had the said legend writ upon it.”


“Sir you would allow there are many masturbators at large in this school who may have wanted to give utterance to their feelings.”


“Pretty speech sixty four. Very pretty. Cunning and eloquence combined. But we’re only beginning here. And you fifty seven. Shame on you to seek out such a bad companion. Of course you are a foreigner. What have you got to say for yourself.”


“Nothing sir.”


“Just as well. Now then. It has been established here. Firstly, that you are the author of the legend I am the vast masturbator.”


“Begging your pardon sir. The legend to which you refer as having been written on the blackboards of this school was I am the magnificent masturbator.”


“Magnificent, vast, what difference does it make. Pure pornography all of it.”


“I would respectfully explain sir that there is a large difference between a vast and a magnificent masturbator. And it would be prudent if you got your facts correct.”


“Six strokes of the best for that daring piece of insolence. Now then. Secondly. Stealing from the kitchen.”


“I deny it sir.”


“Liar. You are a liar. Mr. Crunch’s two lamb chops are missing. Their disappearance not unremarkably coinciding with your absence. Your brazen effrontery is almost beyond belief. What is the motto of this school sixty four.”


“Clean hands, candor and godliness sir.”


“And what would you say your slippery shabby little hands have been up to.”


“Perhaps no good sir.”


“Quite. For once we have the truth. Too late of course to outweigh the numerous lies. Mr. Crunch have you any questions you’d like to put before I go on.”


Crunch sat in his leather chair. His shoulders slumping about him. The four corners of his gold silk handkerchief drooping from his jacket pocket. Hands folded gently in his lap. And with a strange tremor to see moisture collecting over his eyes as he slowly shook his head back and forth.


“Very well. Now then. Masterdon, eighty four, claims to have seen you, sixty four, abroad outside the grounds of this school. Which is absolutely forbidden.”


“What was Masterdon doing outside sir.”


“You may ask that question. He had leave to purchase his weekly fruit from the greengrocer, that’s what he was doing.”


“It would appear sir you have me dead to rights.”


“Appear. We have indeed got you dead to rights sixty four. I understand your grandmother is your guardian and you are an orphan. What happened to your parents may I ask. I think these are questions quite pertinent under the circumstances. Speak up.”


“My mother was killed in a hunting accident sir. My father took to drink as he loved her very much. He drank his estate sir and died from an onslaught of creditors.”


“You don’t die of creditors.”


“Yes you do sir. My granny refused to help him and she is very rich sir. I put the shilling in the gas meter sir.”


“What are you talking about.”


“My father sir. He gassed himself in an oven in a room in Glasgow. Overlooking the traintracks to Edinburgh, sir. I was but a mite then. He gave me the shilling to put in the meter in the hall. My father locked me out of the room. And he was dead when the police came.”


“Are these lies sixty four, are you having us on.”


Crunch put his head down into his open hand propped by an elbow on the leather arm rest. He made a long sigh. Slouch removed his spectacles and pulled a nose cloth from his sleeve and ran it back and forth on the glass. Crunch’s flat voice.


“He speaks the truth, Mr. Slouch.”


“I see. All right. Both of you can stand at ease. Of course it is very sad. There is no question about that. None. But if we were to let sentiment intrude upon justice where would we be. Where would we be sixty four.”


“I guess up to our necks in injustice sir.”


“Yes, well that’s one way of putting it. Let’s get on. Your granny, sixty four, is she your father’s mother.”


“No sir, she is the mother of my mother.”


“In short then, your father’s mother in law.”


“Yes sir and she was most cruel to him sir.”


“That may be. Our concern now is that your grandmother will be taking up this matter.”


“No sir. She will not. As she has little to do with me. She lives very north in Scotland where the Romans never conquered. My trustees will. They are in London. And they will be alarmed sir.”


“And so they should be. And pray what are they trustees for.”


“My mother’s father sir built ships. And his ancestors before him. They built many of the ships sir, which defeated the Spanish Armada.”


“To be sure. I think we may be getting slightly off the point here.”


“No we’re not sir.”


“What do you mean.”


“I mean sir, my trustees who administrate my fortune were going to leave a packet to the school.”


“What. Mr. Crunch, what do you know about this.”


“I’m afraid not very much Mr. Slouch. I do know of sixty four’s trustees however. Two of them visited the school a year ago.”


“They were sir to hold the sum in escrow pending my passing out successfully from the school.”


“Escrow, escrow. Do you even know what the word means.”


“It’s from the old French sir, escroe. A bond or roll of writings.”


Balthazar with half lifted right hand moistening his lips and leaning into the hollow late sunlight.


“That is true.”


“You keep quiet fifty seven. One of you talking is quite enough. Of course we all know sixty four you’re head of your form. It would appear we have two little budding barristers here. What. But I am quite satisfied sixty four that you are at the moment seizing upon an opportunity to weave a new web of lies. And when this little matter is res judicata you can reflect upon it when pleading someone’s case in Chancery.”


“Upon my word of honour sir, my trustees are very powerful sir.”


“Word of honour. O we are foxy aren’t we sixty four. Very very foxy. Do we think we are foxy sixty four.”


“I am not foxy sir. I have merely stated that should I be sent down it would make my trustees look with displeasure upon the school.”


“Threats, eh. This school has long been quite nearly a living facsimile of Debrett. And such as you, bragging about and tabulating your vile pollutions. And most inglorious of all, two commoners breaching the school rules, its very codes, thieving.”


“Pray sir, my friend Balthazar has never thieved and it was I who led him off the school grounds and he did not know he was out of bounds.”


“Well now we finally have a confession. One wonders where I’d be without a witness here. Two commoners indeed.”


“Nobility sir has never prevented an Englishman from ratting. And pray sir, I am listed in Debrett.”


“Are you indeed. Sixty four you will be amused to know that it so happens that we possess a copy of Debrett. What about that. Just behind you there, Mr. Crunch, at the end of the shelf. O I don’t think we have quite finished here, not by a long chalk. Trustees. Armada. Packet. Packet of lies. That’s your packet. Ah thank you, Mr. Crunch. Now sixty four under whose nobility do we enquire for you.”


“Sir if it is the most recent edition.”


“It is.”


“I am listed fourth line from the bottom page 362 sir.”


Sound of groaning horsehairs unflexing as Mr. Crunch shifted position. The long trailing whistle of a curlew out across the grasses. Now the month when the last of all the swooping swallows are gone. And Beefy through the night times said hear Balthazar, that hoot is the little owl and that shriek is the barn owl and they’ll be grabbing up the rats and forest mice.


“Hmmmm. I see. Well. One hesitates to think what you will do should you ever get the title. Being that we have it already that you are an inveterate masturbator. And do tell us, the entry is missing for last week. How many times.”


“Twenty one. Twenty three if we include up to lunch time today. Sir.”


“Are you treating it as some distinction, flaunting it at us. A low habit that saps the energy of life, the spirit of the soul.”


“Sir last year my average was only eighteen a week.”


“I suppose we enter that little score as mitigation.”


“Sir in the military manual it provides that troops must masturbate to prevent undue familiarity developing.”


“Who the bloody hell has filled you with all this nonsense. I’ve served eleven years in the Thirty Fourth Poona Horse. That’s simply not on. You are grossly impertinent.”


“My tutor sir, told me so. He served in the Indore Mounted Escort, sir.”


“And what else did he tell you. That gross indecency was the order of the day. He’s bogus, tell him that for me, your tutor indeed. Impertinent, I think evil is the word for you. Forgive my shouting Mr. Crunch, one doesn’t take slander of one’s regiment lightly.”


“Do you think we should adjourn for tea Mr. Slouch.”


“I’m not quite finished yet with these two.”


“Sir I may not be the most splendid person in the kingdom. But I am not evil. Nor am I impertinent. My granny’s butler Swithins said that a bit of irreverent cheekiness was becoming in boys under ten sir, whereas the same behaviour might be perfectly insulting in one older. I have some fine qualities sir. Which you may not recognise as worthy. But I shall grow up and serve England and do my duty to the best of my abilities sir. I have the finest voice in the school choir. My ancestors have hewn and used the adze. And one day sir, when I am of age and come into my fortune I will buy up this whole area and blow up this school with dynamite.”


“Pretty speech. Quite nervy. Very nervy.”


“Into smithereens, sir.”


“Smithereens. Well you might use such an Irish word. Typical of idle talk. You bumptious little boy. You don’t dare stand there thinking for a second that you intimidate myself and Mr. Crunch who, if my memory serves me, has ridden horse, Third Dragoon Guards. Eh Mr. Crunch. Blow us all up. Bit of military megalomania. Only thing can be said in your favour is you possess such a blatant disregard for caution in your remarks that you give amusement. You little rascal. Who put the eels down the bath drains. And let loose the toads in the faculty room. As per your diary, you threatening little rogue. Well we’ve got it all down here. A nice little interrogatory. And you French boy. Fifty seven. What have you got to say for yourself.”


“I am Beefy’s friend.”


“Are you indeed. And you want to be sent down with him I suppose.”


“Yes sir.”


“And what do we know about you. An orphan too, perhaps.”


“I do not have a father, sir.”


“No father. Strange. How did you get here.”


“I am here sir.”


“With no father. Slow of mind. You don’t follow me. And I’m not about to argue concerning your immaculate conception, dear boy.”


“Mr. Slouch, should we not adjourn. It’s time for the boys’ tea.”


“Indeed. A little solitary on bread and water would seem more appropriate. But I think we can wind this up. Yes. Sixty four, you’re down for eighteen strokes of the cane. A further six of the very best to be added to the original twelve for threatening to blow us to smithereens. And don’t think sixty four you’ll be sent down before this justice is administered. Six strokes every other day, with a day’s reflection between. That’ll keep your bottom busy. And fifty seven pray tell what’s your past.”


“I am a Catholic sir.”


“Good God, that bunch. Romish doctrine. Purgatory, pardons, reliques. Surely you realize it’s not grounded upon any warranty in scripture. Whole thing is repugnant to the word of God. There is no popery here. Although we shall respect your beliefs. Well we know Mr. Crunch has striven to keep discipline in our midst. And we shall have gone a long way along the road when sixty four departs. But you, fifty seven shall not be let off so easily. Your mother shall be informed and we shall suggest keeping you here. To make an Englishman of you. Sixty four, prepare to pack your things. Be ready to vacate. The headmaster upon this report will decree your further presence in this school as no longer desirable. Smithereens. No wonder there are no dart boards in Irish pubs. And sixty four just let me conclude by telling you yours is the most remarkable exhibition of brazenness and insolence it has ever been my unpleasant duty to witness in this school in the seven years I’ve been here. Shirtyness is simply not in it. It’s been cavalier villany all the way.”


“Pray sir, forgive me.”


“Forgive you.”


“Sir, and allow me another chance.”


“You have the barbaric effrontery to stand there and beg for mercy.”


“Sir. Thou hast given me the defences of thy salvation, thy right hand also shall hold me up, and thy loving correction shall make me great. Psalm Eighteen sir.”


“I damn well know what psalm. And they shall cry, but there shall be none to help them, yea even unto the Lord shall they cry, but he shall not hear them. Also Psalm Eighteen.”


“By every indication sir, I am therefore completely buggered.”


“I should not use that word if I were you.”


“May I interrupt Mr. Slouch and say something.”


“Do by all means.”


“Beefy. Please remember, although you are sent down from this school, I am sure headmaster will give you the benefit of certain discretions which will not unduly reflect upon your future and you can make a fresh start.”


“But sir if I’m flung out, my trustees will blow a gasket.”


“You are not yet nine, your trustees surely will consider your age.”


“Sir I am nine years, eight months, two weeks, one day, four hours and twenty two minutes.”


Slouch tapping his pencil on his paper. The sun a great ball of red sinking and lighting up the edge of clouds in pink. All the lonely corridors, the bleak classrooms, the morning and evening dormitories now threatened to be taken away can suddenly become like home.


“One would think, sixty four, you were twelve to listen to you. I wonder do you know that your redeemer liveth.”


“Yes sir, I know that my redeemer liveth. I know it.”


“And you fifty seven.”


“Sir I think that he may too, liveth. My ancestor was the author of the catechism, the Christian doctrine by way of question and answer drawn chiefly from the express word of God and other pure sources.”


“Good Lord, one constant stream of surprises.”


Slouch raising eyebrows high and Crunch reaching into his pocket to withdraw a small rosewood silver embellished casket. Opening it with a click. Pinching out snuff and putting it up into each nostril. Sniffing and fanning his gold silk hanky beneath his nose. The sun blotted away and the sky darker, tumbling great grey clouds over the deep thickening blue. A bell clanging. And another gently off in the distance from the village church. How so much fear treads where all for miles is moist grass meadows, river and woods.


“Well Mr. Slouch, perhaps, if there’s nothing further. I have a bell ringing engagement at village church, and some essays to correct before dinner.”


“Yes. Well I think we’ve concluded this matter. By the way you have traipsed mud in upon headmaster’s carpet. Now both of you get out. And after prayers, sixty four, you know where to be.”


“Before I leave sir, I ask you give back my diary.”


“It’s evidence.”


“It’s mine sir. And you must give it back to me.”


“O we will be keeping this little document. As an example to other boys who may be like minded. And after your trustees have given it sufficient and adequate perusal.”


“You can’t keep it, it’s mine sir.”


“I most certainly can keep it. School property.”


“I bought it with my own pocket money. You cannot keep it.”


“Don’t you raise your voice to me.”


“It is my copyright property sir.”


“O we are a clever little boy aren’t we.”


“Common law sir. My trustees will sue you, sir.”


“More threats eh. More uncalled for cleverness. We’ve come upon a very large cuckoo as is sometimes hatched in a poor little tom tit’s nest. I’m so glad to have Mr. Crunch here to witness your display of legal knowledge, I’m sure no one would believe it. I think perhaps I’d better ring for Mr. Newt the school secretary. Get this all down on paper.”


“You are afraid of me sir.”


“How dare you assume that. Certainly not.”


“Respectfully sir, it would be as well if you were. Because previously you have had me dead to rights. But upon my word sir I will tell my trustees to sue you to return my diary. And they are, two of them, solicitors.”


“Mr. Crunch, go immediately and fetch Mr. Newt please.”


“Mr. Slouch surely we’re letting this matter get out of hand. Can’t we take a sporting view. I think as a matter of fact that Beefy indeed is within his rights to demand the return of his diary. It is a personal document.”


“And I am sadly apt to feel the ruddy little book is unlawful.”


“No Mr. Slouch.”


“What. Gross indecency with others is not unlawful. Come come.”


“I think that is a bit extreme of you Mr. Slouch, his diary does not say others.”


“I’m sure there’ve been others. Frivolities, invitations to bed with bigger boys. Things I hardly yet dare speak of. Unnecessary  handling about each other in the rugger scrum. And in the baths.”


“Mr. Slouch I can’t feel we should pursue this melancholy line. There is no one in this school who takes a poorer view of smutty talk and behaviour than I do. And indeed I have campaigned vigorously to wipe out any evidence of it. But it is a question of the boy’s property. I mean we must not get into a lather of hysterics here.”


“I’m in no lather I assure you Mr. Crunch. I also happen to be deputy headmaster.”


“O dear no one is usurping your authority Mr. Slouch.”


“I should hope not.”


“But if you shoot off a chap’s kneecaps I hardly think there is point in putting bullets in his liver.”


“What on earth do you mean Mr. Crunch.”


“I think you’re being unnecessarily harsh. And somewhat unfair. Indeed they were my lamb chops and had Beefy asked I would have given them to him with the greatest of pleasure. The boy’s been punished quite sufficiently. And damn it, if you want the truth I think you’re being a bully.”


“That’s quite enough from you Mr. Crunch.”


“And I may add a blackmailer. By threatening to keep this boy’s diary.”


“Do I hear you correctly Mr. Crunch.”


“You most certainly do, Mr. Slouch. This boy Beefy here, and I don’t know the other boy sufficiently well, but Beefy is one of the most brilliant boys ever to set foot in this school. Indeed I should not be at all surprised if one day this school were remembered only for the fact that he was briefly here.”





OEBPS/9781843512134_cover_epub.jpg
C
Donleavy






