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PART ONE


1

The church was packed. Of course it was. This was Kilburn, 1970, home to the largest Irish community in Britain, and the Catholic church in Quex Road was at its epicentre. It was a huge church, bigger than many cathedrals – high Gothic arches, acres of stained glass. Such was the concentration of Catholics in Kilburn that Quex Road needed eight full-time priests to cope. Every Sunday more than ten thousand people attended mass there, requiring services on the hour in the church and on the half-hour in the church hall to accommodate them. A total of fourteen Sunday masses in all, standing room only in each.

This was the eleven o’clock mass – particularly popular as it finished rather conveniently at ten to twelve, which left just enough time for a fag and a cough in the car park before the pubs opened at noon.

Inside, the smell of incense was floating down from the altar, along the aisles and into the furthest recesses at the back. Right down into the corners it wafted, so that the slackers who stood there rather guiltily, the ones who had shuffled in just before the Gospel and would shuffle out just after Communion, were aware that they were attending Sunday mass. Aware that mortal sin had been avoided and their weekly obligation fulfilled.

Most of the congregation were just going through the motions – mindlessly mumbling the words of prayers they’d mumbled a million times before. Prayers they knew so well that they didn’t know them at all. There was, however, one parishioner, seated six rows from the front, who was considering the broader picture, asking himself the bigger question: why are we here? Not ‘Why are we here?’ in the deep, philosophical sense: why were we put on Earth? What is our ultimate purpose? What is the meaning of life? No, nothing like that. When eleven-year-old Francis Dempsey asked himself, ‘Why are we here?’ he meant why are we here in the Church of the Sacred Heart, Quex Road, Kilburn, spouting what sounded to him like rubbish?

Francis, you see, was breaking the habit of a lifetime. He was paying attention. His father Eamonn, having seen the boy gazing vacantly into space yet again during the Gospel, had nudged him sharply and told him to listen to what the priest was saying. Francis had always used his weekly trip to mass as an opportunity to catch up on his daydreaming – would England win the World Cup again in Mexico this year? His collection of Esso World Cup coins was almost complete. Only Brian Labone and Ian Storey-Moore to go. Which member of Pan’s People was he most in love with? Cherry, Dee Dee or Babs? This morning, though, he was listening to the liturgy, the absurdity of which he found rather disturbing.

‘We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, creator of Heaven and Earth of all things visible and invisible . . .’

‘Lord, I am not worthy to receive thee under my roof but only say the word and my soul will be healed . . .’

‘Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world . . .’

Lamb of God? What on earth were these people talking about? What is the Lamb of God anyway? And since when could a lamb take away the sins of the world?

A few of the flock, particularly those nearest the front, looked worried – very worried. There was a lot of bead-jiggling and breast-beating going on. Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa. Old Mrs Dunne looked terrified. What dreadful sins had she committed as a girl in Ireland? What could have made her so desperate for forgiveness? She was praying now, eyes closed, beads clutched, with the speed and delivery of an auctioneer: ‘. . . h​a​l​l​o​w​e​d​b​e​t​h​y​n​a​m​e​t​h​y​k​i​n​g​d​o​m​c​o​m​e​t​h​y​w​i​l​l​b​e​d​o​n​e​o​n​e​a​r​t​h​a​s​i​t​i​s​i​n​h​e​a​v​e​n . . .’

As Francis joined the queue to receive Holy Communion, the opening bars from a familiar hymn struck up with a mighty resonance from the organ loft at the back: ‘Praise my Soul, the King of Heaven’ which, according to the hymnbook, had been written by somebody called H. F. Lyte. ‘Praise Him, Praise Him’ was the chorus and general gist of it. It was the general gist of most hymns, and Francis found the sentiments expressed by H. F. and his ilk rather disquieting.

If God is up there now, His beady eye trained on Kilburn, what must He think of the grovelling musical tributes ringing out of Quex Road? Doesn’t He find them horribly embarrassing? Having ‘Happy Birthday’ sung to you was bad enough so how excruciating was this? Surely He’s not enjoying this cringing sycophancy. If He is then He’s very conceited. If He’s conceited, He’s not perfect. If He’s not perfect, He’s not God.

Francis felt the familiar hot pang of Catholic guilt for entertaining such thoughts. How could he even consider such evil, blasphemous ideas about Our Lord? But wait a minute – he wasn’t thinking anything bad about God. On the contrary. He was assuming that God was a nice man, a modest man, a man who had no desire to be fawned upon in this way. Having pulled off this neat feat of self-exculpation, Francis reboarded this train of thought, which was now calling at all stations to Eternal Damnation.

What about all the other things he and his fellow parishioners were asked to do in the name of the Lord?

It all began with baptism. At Quex Road, they were very proud of the fact that they had the highest rate of baptisms, the busiest conveyor belt of freshly minted Catholics, in the country. More than six hundred babies a year, apparently, most of them no more than a couple of weeks old. Baptisms were arranged in great haste to secure the infant’s place in Heaven. Any child tragically returned to The Manufacturer before making it to the font would, regrettably, not be eligible for a place at His side, condemned instead to float for ever between Heaven and Hell in the land of Limbo – where innocent babies go if death tightens its icy grip before the Catholic Church does.

And Francis Dempsey, along with every other Roman Catholic, was seriously expected to believe this.

His mind then turned to Holy Communion. Now, that was a good one. How could that tiny round wafer actually be a part of Christ’s body? If you stuck enough of them together would you be able to make a long-haired bearded man in his thirties? And even if those little wafers really were tiny pieces of a man’s body, why on earth would you want to eat them? And how could that old bottle of Mosaic Cyprus Sherry possibly be Christ’s blood? And again, even if it were, why would you want to drink it?

How about confession? What, in the name of God, was that all about? Kneeling inside a wardrobe and telling a strange man your innermost secrets. Francis tried to remember the justification for this most peculiar of sacraments. Oh, yes, inside our bodies, we have a heart and soul. Funny that the latter had never once figured in human-biology lessons. And, as far as Francis was aware, no doctor had ever been called out to treat a suspected soul-attack. Yet, apparently, there it was, pure white but picking up little black marks every time its owner committed a sin. So confession was a bit like a trip to the launderette with a packet of metaphysical Persil. Those emerging from the wardrobe with their sins absolved, their souls cleansed, were supposed to feel as though they were wearing clean white shirts inside their bodies as well as outside.

Francis looked up at Jesus, depicted high above the altar, nailed to a cross. Who said he looked like that anyway? A bit like George Harrison on the cover of Abbey Road. Not Matthew, Mark, Luke or John. He’d caught that little snippet on a religious-affairs programme. Not one of the Gospels contains any reference to what Jesus actually looked like. All we know for certain was that he was Jewish. Well, Gus Harvey, who used to live next door, was Jewish, so that was how Francis always imagined the Son of God. It was Gus Harvey healing lepers, Gus Harvey turning water into wine. So two days after Gus died, Francis half expected him to rise from the dead.

This remarkable trick, allegedly performed by Jesus, was celebrated every Easter and Easter was just two weeks away. So today, the priest was clad in rather fetching purple vestments: purple for Lent and Advent, white for weddings and christenings, black for funerals and the standard green for any other time.

Francis felt a sense of dread as he anticipated Friday week – Good Friday, a misnomer if ever there was one, it being the most miserable day in the Catholic calendar, the day Our Lord was supposedly crucified. Any display of happiness or cheer on Good Friday was strictly forbidden. The Dempsey household, like hundreds of others in Kilburn, was subject to a blanket ban on all forms of pleasure. Watching TV, playing records in the front room or football in the park – forget it. Good Friday was a day devoted to solemnity – or, rather, mock-solemnity. Wasn’t it all a bit of a charade, rather like an old Hollywood movie that was shown every year? Yes, there is a weepy bit where the hero gets nailed to a cross but we all know he’s not dead really and gets up to live happily ever after.

Easter Saturday was a bit odd too. If people are going to pretend to be miserable on the Friday because Christ is dead then surely they should still be grief-stricken on the Saturday. He’s still dead, isn’t he? And yet every year on Easter Saturday smiles return to Catholic faces as they pile into Woolworth’s on Kilburn High Road to buy each other Easter eggs.

All very strange. And yet here he was at mass, surrounded by grown-up, intelligent people all buying into this nonsense – Jim O’Hagan, Mr and Mrs Quinn, the Mackens, the Hennesseys, the McKennas. Surely these thoughts had occurred to them too. Did any of them truly believe the stuff they espoused every Sunday?

Francis only really believed in the things he had seen, which was why he no longer believed in monsters, ghosts or Father Christmas. There was, of course, one ghost in whom he was still supposed to believe: the Holy Ghost, recently rebranded as the Holy Spirit, as if making him sound less like a ghoul and more like a bottle of whiskey would give him more credibility. Francis believed John Shanahan was the toughest boy in the class because he had seen him beat up Richard Fisher in the playground. He believed that the E-type Jaguar was the most beautiful car in the world because he had seen one parked on Brondesbury Road and had gazed at it for ten minutes. But God? These people believed in Him not because they had seen Him but, paradoxically, because they hadn’t.

Most baffling of all was that missing mass on a Sunday was considered a mortal sin on a par with murder or armed robbery. Why? Almost on cue, Joe Brennan handed him the most likely explanation.

Joe was a friend of his father’s – a good man, parish hero, a Knight of St Columba. Big and burly, Joe was dressed in his Sunday best: blue suit, brown shoes, tiny crucifix half buried in the cloth of his lapel. As he leaned towards Francis, he emitted the faint whiff of last night’s Jameson’s and this morning’s Old Spice. He was passing Francis the collection plate. Ah, so that was it. Receiving no money from the State, the Catholic Church was wholly dependent on the contents of that plate. Without these enforced attendances every Sunday, the health and wealth of the Church might be terminally affected. So why not just admit it? Why threaten everyone with the roaring fires of Hell if they didn’t turn up? It was clear that Francis Dempsey and his fellow parishioners were not, as the old cliché goes, singing from the same hymn sheet.

It got worse. After mass, Francis noticed the titles of some of the Catholic Truth Society’s pamphlets on sale in the repository. One was called Wrestling With Christ. What was that all about? Did it feature pictures of Jesus grappling with Mick McManus or Jackie Pallo? Did Jesus form a tag team with the Holy Spirit? That would be some tag team – one invincible, the other invisible. Well, Jesus might have had the rest of the congregation in a half-nelson but Francis was refusing to submit.

He wandered behind his mother, father and two sisters into O’Brien’s newsagents for the traditional after-mass treat. While picking up the News of the World, the Sunday Press and forty Majors, his father would bestow a shilling upon each child to spend on confectionery. They would always eke it out – Francis in particular. He’d fill the little paper bag with Black Jacks, Fruit Salads, little chewy Frother bars, spreading that shilling over at least a dozen items. This Sunday he was in a different state of mind. Hang the expense: he was living dangerously now. He was going to blow the whole lot on something really decadent like a Tiffin, an Aztec or an Amazin’ Raisin bar. He was breaking old habits, and by the time they’d all walked back to their terraced house in Esmond Road, he’d decided to break the biggest habit of all. He’d made an important decision. A decision for life. Francis Dempsey did not believe in God.

Odd, then, that years later he would return to Quex Road and, witnessed by hundreds of people, would appear to proclaim the opposite.
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There are generally two routes to choose between when emigrating from Ireland to London. It’s either Dun Laoghaire to Holyhead or Rosslare to Fishguard. The Holyhead train comes into Euston, the Fishguard train into Paddington. Those arriving at Euston tended to settle a couple of miles north in Camden or Holloway. Those arriving in Paddington would often head a few miles west to Shepherd’s Bush or Hammersmith. Kilburn, however, lying between the two termini and equally convenient for either, attracted far more Irish settlers than any other area in Britain.

Eamonn Dempsey was one of thousands who arrived at Euston in the mid-fifties to help rebuild a nation still recovering from the Second World War. He headed up to Camden, the weight of his battered old suitcase blistering his fingers. Up and down he trudged, street after street, before eventually he found a house that wasn’t displaying the almost standard ‘No dogs, no blacks, no Irish’ sign in its window. It was a huge, once grand Victorian villa in Gloucester Crescent, now in the depths of decay and carved up into a dozen damp and dismal ‘bedsits’. Each contained an old, cripplingly uncomfortable bed and one dangerous-looking gas ring. Basic sanitation was shared with several other homesick, lonely immigrants in a freezing cold privy at the end of a corridor. With only this to return to, was it any wonder that Eamonn preferred the warmth and conviviality of North London’s many pubs?

The house was a short walk from Camden Town tube where Eamonn and scores of others would gather at six thirty every morning when the building-site foremen or ‘gangers’ would come looking for casual labour. It was like the feeling they’d all experienced at school while waiting to be picked for the football team, but this was rather more important. If you didn’t get picked, you didn’t get paid, which meant that you couldn’t afford to eat. Or, more importantly, you couldn’t afford to drink.

That was the other route to gainful employment. You soon discovered which gangers drank where, and for quite a few, it was Kilburn High Road. The Cock, the Old Bell and the Cooper’s Arms were particularly fruitful. Fortunately for Eamonn, aged twenty-two and already built like the brick walls he would soon be erecting, he was never short of work, never left standing at Camden Town station and never needing to give too much of his green and folding to the publicans of London, NW6.

Mary Heneghan had also arrived in London courtesy of the Holyhead train. She, too, hauled her suitcase up to Camden Town and was given a tiny room in Arlington Road by her sister Eileen whose husband John was a leading hand (whatever that was) at the Black Cat cigarette factory in Mornington Crescent. She found work as an auxiliary nurse at the Whittington Hospital in Archway, and it was at a dance at the nearby Gresham Ballroom that she was swept off her feet by Eamonn Dempsey. Well, swung off them, really. They were dancing the Siege of Ennis, a complex Irish reel, involving dozens of participants, which had long served as an informal mating ritual. Eamonn had grabbed hold of Mary and had never, ever let go.

In those days Catholic courtships were fairly brief and to the point. If there was a solid attraction between you, it was usually deemed good enough for Holy Matrimony. A physical attraction could never be more than visual attraction since sex before marriage was strictly taboo. The proposal, when it came, was low-key. Eamonn did not fall to one knee (only Our Lord was worthy of genuflection). He did not produce a big diamond ring and beseech Mary to marry him or his heart would surely break and his life become worthless. ‘Mary,’ he’d said, over a quiet drink in the Archway Tavern, ‘will we get married?’

And in response, Mary did not scream, ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ and burst into tears of orgasmic delight. She just nodded, and within a matter of weeks they were in their first home together – a small flat in Kilburn. If, that is, the lower half of an unconverted house could be described as a flat. Mr and Mrs Dempsey lived at the bottom of the stairs, Mr and Mrs Ward at the top. Agnes Ward was from Leitrim, and every Sunday morning she would clip-clop around the bare floorboards of the upstairs ‘flat’ so that Eamonn and Mary, sleeping peacefully below, would be startled from their slumbers in time for the eight o’clock mass.

They’d lived there for just over a year when Mr Thompson, the landlord, gave them notice to leave. He was selling this and the various other dilapidated houses he owned around Kilburn and Kensal Rise and was retiring to the south coast. This was a pity. Despite Agnes Ward’s stiletto-heeled reveille, Eamonn and Mary were happy there. They didn’t want to move and seemed no nearer the summit of the London Borough of Willesden’s council-house waiting list. They asked Mr Thompson how much the house would cost to buy.

‘Two thousand pounds,’ he replied, almost embarrassed by the certain knowledge that this was far more than the charming young couple could afford. And he was right, but Eamonn and Mary asked him to give them a month before he placed their home in the hands of the estate agents on Salusbury Road. He agreed, and over the next four weeks they hardly ate, didn’t go out drinking or dancing and shelved their hitherto immediate plans to start a family. They scraped together every pound, shilling and penny they could find, plus many more borrowed from various members of their family to piece together the two hundred pounds required by the Allied Irish Bank as a deposit. They only ever managed a hundred and ninety, which meant that, ultimately, they would be a hundred pounds short of Mr Thompson’s asking price.

When the month was up, he came to see them. ‘Will you accept nineteen hundred?’ said Eamonn.

Mr Thompson pushed some Old Holborn into the bowl of his pipe, lit it, took a couple of puffs, gazed quietly into the middle distance and considered the offer. Or, at least, he pretended to. They were good tenants; they’d never damaged his property or been late with their rent. Such was his regard for them that he’d probably have let them have it for even less. ‘Okay,’ he said, after what seemed like an eternity, ‘on one condition – that you can raise the money within, say, three weeks. I’ve got my eye on a nice little bungalow in Bournemouth, and if I’m not quick, I’m going to miss it.’

‘Three weeks. That’ll be fine,’ said Eamonn. He’d get the money, even if it meant robbing the Allied Irish Bank to do so. He held out his hand for Mr Thompson to shake, but in his excitement he’d alarmed his soon-to-be-ex-landlord by spitting on it first.
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On a fine August morning in 1977 Francis, now eighteen – tall, dark and almost handsome – was sitting in the box room of that very house in Esmond Road. You could call it a box room for two reasons: first, because it was a little square bedroom, the smallest in the house; and second because it was filled with boxes – long wooden ones that had once contained little bottles of Britvic orange juice but now housed Frank’s huge and ever-increasing collection of seven-inch singles. He’d stopped answering to ‘Francis’ years ago. It was too reminiscent of St Francis of Assisi, open-toed sandals and sackcloth robes.

Old singles were his passion and his collection was now approaching four figures. He’d long ago made the sweeping generalisation that, with the noble exception of the Beatles, most tracks on most albums were crap. He couldn’t bear the overblown pomposity of even the most revered examples – tracks like ‘Supper’s Ready’ by Genesis or Led Zeppelin’s ‘Stairway To Heaven’. How could this pretentious drivel ever compare to Levi Stubbs pouring raw emotion into every line of ‘Baby I Need Your Loving’?

For Frank, the three-minute single best encapsulated what pop music was all about. He’d picked up most of his older ones for next to nothing in junk shops and jumble sales. For a few of the choicer items, he’d paid a little more at specialist outlets like Spinning Disc in Chiswick or Rocks Off just behind Tottenham Court Road. They resided alongside the shiny new punk stuff, often on brightly coloured vinyl with picture sleeves.

Recently, Frank had been putting his collection to good use. Since passing his driving test a few months earlier, he’d been allowed occasionally to borrow his dad’s old Corsair to embark upon a part-time career as a mobile DJ. He’d saved his Saturday-job money from Riordan’s butchers in Kilburn High Road and invested in a rudimentary disco unit, a pair of bass bins and a set of flashing lights. He’d been playing records at parties for years. At each one, he’d gravitate towards the music centre in the corner and have a quick flick through the host’s (or the host’s parents’) record collection. Then, almost like a good chef supplied with even the most unpromising ingredients, he could concoct a selection of tunes that would turn a bad party into a good one. He seemed to have the knack of finding the right track at the right time.

Today, he was looking for the appropriate track to clatter on to one of his twin BSR turntables. It was one of his oldest singles, released in 1957 on the purple HMV label, the label on which you’d also find the very early Elvis singles. Frank had them all – ‘All Shook Up’, ‘Paralysed’, even the rarer than rare ‘Mystery Train’, all on purple HMV with the gold lettering. Now, in August 1977, with the King having recently joined the queue at the Great Hamburger Joint in the Sky, the value of these waxings had increased a hundredfold.

He found it – ‘The Banana Boat Song’ by Harry Belafonte. He wanted to hear that famous chorus ‘Day-o, day-o, daylight come and she wanna go home’. The record had surely been made for this occasion. Frank had just received his A-level results – a D, an E and an O. ‘Deo, deo, daylight come and she wanna go home.’ Well, Frank thought it was funny. Though in reality, these grades were no laughing matter. Oh, they weren’t disastrous – nothing to be ashamed of, and considering how little effort had gone into them, they were remarkably good. They just weren’t going to be much use.

Harry Belafonte was faded out and replaced by a spinning blue Phillips label – Dusty Springfield singing the painfully apposite ‘I Just Don’t Know What To Do With Myself’. As he listened to Dusty’s peerless vocals, soaked in hopeless self-pity, Frank couldn’t help feeling the same emotions seeping through him. It dawned on him then that there was no point in leaving school at eighteen. No point at all. At sixteen, you could get started, as most of his Kilburn contemporaries already had, and begin your apprenticeship as brickie, chippie or sparks. Or perhaps put your foot on the bottom rung on any of a number of clerical ladders in the City or the West End. Alternatively, at twenty-one, in your cap and gown, you could take your pick from the world’s graduate appointments and set off on a sprint round life’s inside track where the chairmanship of ICI awaited you as you breasted the tape.

The primary purpose of A levels is to unlock the doors of universities but the key only turns if your grades are good. Frank had no real desire to go to university. He quite fancied Oxford or Cambridge but only in the same way that he quite fancied Farrah Fawcett-Majors. With his grades, he’d be lucky to loosen the locks of Doncaster Poly, and the thought of spending the next three years sharing grotty digs up north and having to put his name on his yoghurt was wrist-slittingly bad. With a D, an E and an O, he’d fallen between two stools with only a limited number of places to land.

The Metropolitan Police, for instance. Now as much as Frank occasionally fantasised about being in the Sweeney, tearing round London’s still derelict docklands before snapping the cuffs on a vicious team of armed robbers, he knew the reality would be rather more mundane: ordering hapless motorists to produce their documents or strip-searching innocent Rastafarians at the Notting Hill Carnival. No, a career in the Old Bill did not appeal. Neither did the thought of working all day on a building site and doing day-release at Kilburn Tech to become a quantity surveyor. Real progress for a lot of boys: one rung up from their bricklaying fathers.

The only career on which Frank had been vaguely keen was journalism, but this budding enthusiasm was strangled at birth by the arrival at his school of a dull old hack from the local paper. He had given a talk explaining how rewarding it had been to spend thirty-six years as part of the local community. ‘I’ve covered their weddings and I’ve covered their children’s weddings’ was the phrase that had Frank hanging the noose over the beam. He had imagined a life as a crusading reporter working for one of the broadsheets, but the idea of thirty-six years at the Kilburn Gazette covering stories of the ‘Man Drops Bag Of Sugar In Supermarket – We Have Pictures’ variety had turned him off for ever.

He thought of becoming a full-time DJ, but was forced to concede that this was not a ‘proper job’. It was a hobby, and once it became work, the fun would go out of it.

It was with heavy heart and dragging heels that he returned one last time to St Michael’s Roman Catholic Grammar School to see Mr Bracewell, who taught English and was head of the upper sixth. Bracewell was the sort of teacher who doesn’t exist any more: he had leather patches on the elbows of his tweed jacket, he smoked a pipe, he voted Conservative. He also had access to the understated brand of sarcasm that takes at least thirty years to perfect. Never was it more evident than today at his one-off ‘surgery’ when he would dispense advice to pupils whose only thought about a career was ‘Dunno, sir.’

‘Come,’ he drawled, in response to Frank’s tentative tap on the door. ‘Ah, Dempsey,’ he said, through an expression that was neither smile nor frown. ‘A D, an E and an O.’

Bracewell’s expression said it all, and Frank sat down for a perfunctory trawl through all the dull careers for which they both knew he would be completely unsuitable. Having got those out of the way, Bracewell leaned back in his chair and made a ridiculous one-word suggestion: ‘Oxford.’

‘Oxford Poly?’

‘No, Dempsey, Oxford University.’

Frank tried to speak but no words came out. He tried again. Nothing.

Bracewell was either smiling benignly or sneering cruelly, Frank couldn’t work out which. The world had turned rather surreal.

‘Well, Dempsey, you – lost for words. This is a sight I’d have paid good money to see.’

‘But, well, sir . . . er . . . Oxford . . . You know . . . Peter Staunton,’ was the best Frank could manage.

Peter Staunton was the class swot. Top every year, he gave the impression of having emerged from his mother’s womb already reciting the formula for solving quadratic equations.

‘Yes, Dempsey, you’re quite right. Staunton has achieved three As and is going up to Balliol to read physics. He is a brilliant scholar who has earned his place on merit.’ He paused, almost conspiratorially, and lowered his voice. ‘But there are other ways,’ he winked, ‘of getting in.’

Frank was confused. Only two ‘ways of getting in’ sprang to mind. First, a sports scholarship but, like most of his mates, Frank had turned his back on any form of competitive sport at the age of fourteen when he had discovered cigarettes, alcohol and the girls from St Angela’s Convent across the road. The other way was a music scholarship, but unless you counted being able to play ‘Land of Hope And Glory’ or ‘We Hate Nottingham Forest’, as it was better known, on the paper and comb, the doors to the world’s most prestigious university seemed Banham-locked and bolted.

Bracewell enlightened him. ‘At all colleges, Dempsey, there are certain – how can I put it? – not so popular subjects, which can sometimes be under-subscribed. Those departments are naturally keen to keep themselves going and can therefore be rather more lenient with their entry requirements.’

‘But even so, sir, a D, an E and an O?’

Bracewell arched an eyebrow. ‘Well, you never know. Though I have to say the only subject unpopular enough to accept you, Dempsey, would be . . . theology.’

That was it. Frank was certain now – Bracewell was having a laugh, wreaking a slow, satisfying revenge for that incident all those years ago with the blackboard duster. Even now, Frank had to suppress a smirk as it flashed into his mind. The way he had removed the tiny red heads of those Swan Vesta matches and inserted them in the folds of the duster. When Bracewell tried to wipe the blackboard, he’d nearly set the school on fire.

But surely Frank had paid his debt to society for that one. Six swift strokes of the cane, delivered with pitiless ferocity across the seat of his pants. So much worse than across the palm of your hand, which was numb after the first three. You could take another twenty without any further pain. What was more, you could run your hand afterwards under the cold tap in the boys’ lavatories. Try doing that with your backside.

One question gnawed at the back of Frank’s mind: why would Bracewell want to help him into Oxford? This was the man who had written on his report, ‘Not content with wasting his own time, he comes to school and wastes everyone else’s.’ But Frank decided to play along.

‘Theology, sir? I don’t know the first thing about it.’

‘Nobody does, Dempsey. Not even, I suspect, those who teach it. From what I understand, much of it involves eternal questions about life and death. What’s it all about? Why are we here? That sort of thing. You can’t really get it wrong – just so long as you can assemble a fairly cogent argument to substantiate your theories. Something, if I remember rightly, Dempsey, for which you’ve displayed quite a talent.’

‘Me, sir?’

‘Yes, you, sir. Last year when we were studying Waiting For Godot, I remember you suggesting that Estragon and Vladimir were Beckett’s personification of fish and chips.’

‘And I remember you, sir, dismissing that theory as rubbish.’

‘Rubbish for a student of English literature, Dempsey, but for a student of theology, quite brilliant.’

Now he really was having a laugh.

Bracewell continued, ‘Now it just so happens that Professor Gerald Crosby is an old friend of mine. He runs the theology department at Christ Church. If you like, I could give him a call this afternoon and arrange for you to go up and see him.’

Frank began to suspect that ‘Professor Crosby’ would turn out to be Peter Dulay, long-time host of Candid Camera. A secret camera would have been hidden in the ‘Professor’s’ study and their meeting would be filmed. Then, when the whole nation had finished laughing at Frank Dempsey’s lame attempt to get into Oxford, Bracewell would appear on screen, wagging his finger in a stern warning to Britain’s recalcitrant schoolboys: ‘So, think very carefully before you put Swan Vestas into your teacher’s blackboard duster.’

Blinking back into reality, Frank realised that Bracewell’s expression, accentuated by the half-moon spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose, was deadly serious.

‘Er. . .well, um . . .yes, if you . . .er . . .wouldn’t mind, sir, that’d be . . . er . . . great, like.’

Bracewell gave a tight smile. ‘Good, because I’ve already spoken to him. He’s expecting your call.’

‘Did you tell him about my grades, sir?’

‘Yes. A D, an E and an O. Deo. He thought that was rather amusing.’

Bracewell chuckled and Frank shared the joke. ‘Yes, sir. “The Banana Boat Song” – Harry Belafonte.’

Bracewell’s chuckle was replaced by a quizzical expression. ‘I was thinking of the Latin, Dempsey.’

It was Frank’s turn to look puzzled.

‘Deo,’ Bracewell explained. ‘With God.’
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It was a bit of a worry. Frank was making a serious application to Oxford University and he’d never read a book in his life. Ever. His A level in English literature had been acquired without reading any of the titles on the syllabus. He’d simply invested in a copy of Brodie’s Notes for each, and familiarised himself with the plot and the main characters. Then he had skimmed through Brodie’s Notes on other books, for example, by Shakespeare or Hardy and compared them. ‘Hamlet,’ he’d write, ‘unlike Macbeth’, or ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles, unlike Jude the Obscure’, to give the impression that he’d broadened his reading to encompass the author’s other great works. But reading – that’s what people did at university. Those bearded contestants on University Challenge were always reading history or reading engineering. Perhaps it was time he read something.

As he perused the literature section of the Kilburn Bookshop, one volume in particular caught his eye – Animal Farm by George Orwell. It had two things going for it: one, it was a famous piece of English literature; two, it was very thin, little more than a leaflet. Excellent. If he didn’t understand it, it wouldn’t take him long not to understand it. However, he did understand it. And he enjoyed it. Right, that was the reading cracked, now for the clothes.

In 1977, most London boys between the ages of fifteen and twenty could be roughly divided into three categories: Teds, Punks and Erics. Despite his huge collection of fifties rock ’n’ roll and his burning desire to drive a ’57 Chevy or a PA Cresta to the Chelsea Bridge Cruise, Frank couldn’t be bothered to be a Ted. It was too much like hard work. Having to schlep out to Harrow to have your drape suits made by Jack Geach – and all those hours in front of the mirror with Brylcreem and comb getting the DA and quiff just right. Forget it. Anyway, Brylcreem always seemed to encourage acne and he’d end up looking like his mate Vince Agius, the Teddy-boy son of a Maltese pimp (a devout Catholic pimp, mind you) who had the complexion of a cheese and ham pizza.

Looking vaguely punk was a lot easier. The Oxfam shop seemed to have a limitless line of old narrow-lapelled suits. With a spiky haircut and a smattering of safety-pins you could pass for the bass guitarist of any one of a hundred new-wave bands.

Erics were soulboys. They took their name from Tall Eric, a vicious but sartorially sharp Chelsea hooligan. Eschewing the number-one crop and steel toecaps, he preferred pleated trousers known as pegs, pointed shoes and mohair sweaters.

Frank could have made the journey to Oxford as a punk or as an Eric, but not as an eager, beaming Christian. What he really needed was to borrow the contents of Peter Staunton’s wardrobe. Failing that, he’d have to suffer the indignity of buying some Stauntonesque clothes for himself. But where? Kilburn High Road was out of the question – he was bound to meet someone he knew. Oxford Street? Absolutely not: it was the busiest shopping street in the world and he was more likely to bump into someone there than anywhere else.

The trip to Christ Church was a secret known only to Frank, Mr Bracewell and Professor Crosby, who had, surprisingly, turned out to be a real person. Frank hadn’t told his friends or family – he felt he stood less chance of getting into Oxford than he did of getting into Mandy Wheeler-the-most-gorgeous-girl-in-North-West-London. Since the entry requirements for Mandy Wheeler included a brick-thick wad of cash and a set of car keys, Frank’s chances were slim, if not anorexic.

What would his mates say? Theology at Oxford? Are you queer, Dempsey, or what? What’s wrong with working on the sites, becoming a QS, meeting a nice girl at a St Patrick’s Night dance and settling in a semi in Sudbury?

His parents would find it even harder to understand. Their reaction, even if he got in, would probably be a little pinch of pride and a big dollop of dismay. With some justification, they regarded their son as a rather idle student who had ‘messed around at school’ for long enough. They would now expect him to find a job. And since he had A levels, a job where he wore a suit. At eighteen, it was his filial duty to weigh in with some housekeeping money.

So it was in secret that he boarded the number 36 bus, hopping off at the corner of Westbourne Grove and Queensway. After a quick double-check to make sure nobody was watching, he darted into Whiteley’s of Queensway, a gargantuan old-fashioned department store. It was the size of Selfridge’s, but without the customers.
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