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      Chapter One

    


    On a windy March day in the mid-twenties I was seated in the office of the Prefect of Studies, awaiting admission to the Jesuit Day School of St Ignatius and, after seven rough years in the free council schools of the city of Winton, rather glad to be there. At my birth, my father, in the first flush of paternity – filled, too, with sanguine expectations of his own future – had entered me for Stonyhurst. When he died, six years later, after a painful and protracted illness, his laudable ambition remained unfulfilled: he left barely enough to pay the doctors and the undertaker.


    Yet St Ignatius was not a bad substitute for the parent Lancashire institution. Built, with its adjacent church, on an eminence not far from the city centre, dedicated to the education of sons of the Catholic bourgeoisie and indeed, since the fees were moderate, of the working class, all the masters were Jesuit priests, for the most part men of birth and breeding, aloof, after the manner of the Order, and to me so intimidating that I sprang to my feet as the door opened behind me.


    But it was another boy who strolled in, quite unperturbed, indeed completely at ease. I sat down again and, with a half smile, he seated himself beside me. Infinitely better dressed than I, he had on a dark flannel suit of distinguished cut, fine socks and shining shoes and a spotless soft white shirt set off by a striped green and black tie which I judged, correctly, to be his prep school colours. A linen handkerchief peeped from his breast pocket, and, as if this were not enough, a small cornflower was tucked, and worn with an air of scornful detachment, in his buttonhole. He was, moreover, so devastatingly good looking, with his pale complexion, soft blond hair and flax blue eyes, that I became more and more conscious, not only of my flaming crop of red hair, freckles, long nose, but of my painfully poor attire, old flannel bags, blue jersey knitted by my mother, and a crack in the toe cap of my right, worn-out shoe which I had just acquired by a reckless punt at a ball that bounced from the school yard as I came up the hill. In fact, I hated him, and decided to pick a fight with him at the first opportunity.


    Suddenly he stunned me by breaking the silence of that august book-lined chamber.


    ‘Boring, isn’t it? Punctuality is not the politeness of Jesuits.’ He began to sing.


    

      ‘They left us in the lurch, waitin’ at the church.’


    


    Then, ‘I bet Beauchamp’s in the pantry having his elevenses. Frightful guzzler, I believe. But terribly cultured. Old Etonian. Convert, of course.’


    He began again, rather more loudly: ‘They left me in the lurch, waiting at the church …’


    At that moment the door swung open and there swept in a fine, massive, imperious figure, well banded by his soutane which, however, failed to conceal a pronounced and advancing corpulence. In his right hand he was carrying a plate on which reposed a large double cheese sandwich. This he placed on his desk, deftly covered with a napkin taken from his drawer. He then sat down rather heavily, with the words, half excusatory, half an apostrophe:


    ‘Edere oportet ut vivas.’


    ‘Non vivere ut edas,’ murmured the little snob beside me.


    ‘Good,’ said the prelate who was, indeed, the redoubtable Fr Beauchamp. ‘But, though you know your Cicero, uncalled for.’ He paused, looking from one to the other. ‘As I approached the sanctuary of my study I was greeted by most unlydian strains …’


    ‘I am the culprit, reverend sir,’ my companion acknowledged very fairly. ‘ I have the absurd habit, almost unconscious, when I am nervous or waiting on someone who is late, of erupting into song …’


    ‘Indeed!’ said Beauchamp grimly. ‘Then stand up and erupt now. But nothing vulgar, I beg of you.’


    I suppressed a gleeful chuckle. Now the little prig must really make an ass of himself. He got slowly to his feet. There was a pause. The pause lengthened. Then, fixing his gaze far above Beauchamp’s head, he began to sing.


    It was the Panus Angelicus, that most lovely and difficult Latin hymn. And as the sweet and moving words filled the room, ascending, as it were, to heaven, the stupid smile faded from my face. Never, never had I heard it sung so beautifully as now, clear, true, entrancing. Compelled, I gave myself to it. When it was over, a profound momentous silence followed.


    I was stunned, dumbfounded. Although my knowledge of music was then extremely limited, I had enough good taste to recognise that the little dressed-up prodigy had a truly beautiful, an exceptional, a spectacular voice! Beauchamp too was obviously deeply impressed.


    ‘Ha. Hum,’ he said, and again, ‘Ha. Hum. We must certainly speak of you to our choirmaster, the good Father Roberts.’ He paused. ‘You must be the Fitzgerald boy.’


    ‘I am Desmonde Fitzgerald. The Desmonde written with a final “e”.’


    ‘It shall be so inscribed,’ Fr Beauchamp answered with unexpected mildness. ‘I have had in fact much correspondence with your father over the years. A most erudite and distinguished scholar. It was from him that I got my Trinity College Apocalypse, the Roxburgh Club’s rare and much prized edition.’ He paused. ‘But when he wrote me some months before his death, he said you were to go to Downside.’


    ‘Maternal fondness has kept me at home, sir. And inflicted me upon you. Rather to the relief of the Benedictines.’


    ‘So you are now living in Winton?’


    ‘My mother, who is Scottish, wished to return to her native land. She has taken a house in Overtown Crescent.’


    ‘A delightful situation, overlooking the park. I shall certainly call upon her … perhaps she will give me tea.’ A reflective look came over his face, he moistened his lips. ‘As a Scot she will know of these delicious little iced French cakes, a speciality of the town. A survival, indeed, of the Old Alliance.’


    ‘I shall ensure, sir,’ Desmonde answered gravely, ‘that a generous supply is on hand for your visit.’


    ‘Good. Good. Ha. Hum.’ He turned, inspecting me from beneath his enormous eyebrows. ‘And now you?’


    Thoroughly embittered by this glowing and intimate interchange which had made me feel more than ever an outsider, I muttered from between clenched teeth:


    ‘I am merely Shannon.’


    He seemed rather to like this. He beamed, almost benignantly.


    ‘Ah, yes. You are coming to us on the Kelvin Scholarship.’ He leaned forward to inspect an open folder on his desk. ‘As, despite your length, you seem rather a “modest crimson-tippit” youth, would it help your self-esteem to know that your papers were quite exceptional? Father Jaeger, who corrected for the examination, so regarded them. Does that please you?’


    ‘It will please my mother when I tell her.’


    ‘What a good answer! Now you are no longer “merely” but most admirably Shannon.’ He looked me up and down, kindly, not missing my burst shoe. ‘And at your convenience you may call on the Bursar for the first instalment of your scholarship. The office is open from two till five.’


    The rich aroma of new baked bread had now penetrated the napkin and was deliciously permeating the room. I was already drooling and it became clear that the good Prefect of Studies was anxious to get on with his sandwich. Briefly, therefore, he informed us that we were both allocated to the Upper Fourth Form, instructed us as to how we might reach the class room and dismissed us.


    But as we passed his desk on the way out he reached out a huge hand and deftly picked the flower from Fitzgerald’s buttonhole.


    ‘During school hours, no floral decorations, if you please.’


    Desmonde flushed but said nothing, merely inclined his head. But as we came out of the study into the corridor my companion smiled.


    ‘That’s Beauchamp for you. Wonderful brain. Insatiable stomach! I’ll bet he makes a salad of my cornflower. And what an idiot I was to sing for him. Now I am stuck with another choir. After three years as the bleeding prima donna of my prep school.’


    ‘Perhaps your voice will break?’ I suggested consolingly.


    ‘It has done, very early. Now I am a beastly, confirmed Don Ottavio, a Cavaradossi, a blasted Pinkerton.’ Taking my arm, ‘ I hope you’ll like me, as we’re to be together. I think I might like you. That “ merely” was very pretty. Do you play chess?’


    ‘I play football,’ I said. ‘Do you?’


    ‘Never kicked a ball in my life. But I’ll come and watch you. I say, why don’t we nip over for a quiet ginger beer before we start the toil of the day? There’s a good-looking bun shop across the way.’


    ‘I’m stony,’ I said coldly.


    ‘Haven’t I asked you? Do come.’


    He guided me across the street to what was, in fact, a baker’s shop which had come to be regarded as the tuck shop of the school. Inside, it was pleasantly cosy. We sat down.


    ‘Two Schweppes’ stone gingers, please, as cool as possible, and each with a slice of lemon, if you happen to have such a thing.’


    The woman behind the counter gave him an odd look but a few moments later two full foaming glasses appeared each with a slice of lemon swimming on top.


    ‘Thank you, madam. May I pay you?’


    He paid. It was a long time since I had enjoyed a ginger beer. The first long cool draught was mellowing.


    ‘Good, isn’t it?’ He smiled. ‘The citron does improve it. Now tell me about yourself. Apart from scoring goals, what do you want to do?’


    I told him I hoped to try for a university scholarship and if lucky to go for medicine. ‘What about you?’


    He immediately became serious.


    ‘I want very much to become a priest. And it would please my mother too. She is a very dear, pious person.’ He smiled. ‘So when you are in Harley Street I shall be a Cardinal in Rome. Those Red Hats are terribly becoming!’


    We both burst out laughing. Impossible to resist him. Half an hour ago I was itching to knock his block off. Now he had won me over. I liked him immensely. He drained his glass.


    ‘Shall we have another foaming tankard?’


    I felt my face getting very red. But I said very firmly:


    ‘I’m sorry, Fitzgerald, I can’t stand you one back. And as I don’t intend sponging upon you in future I must tell you that we, my mother and I, are frightfully hard up.’


    He made sympathetic mutterings. I saw he was dying to ask me, but I had no wish to enlighten him further. And, indeed, he had the good taste not to press me. He said:


    ‘All the best saints were poor, and loved poverty.’


    ‘They can have it,’ said.


    He smiled. ‘Any way … for heaven’s sake don’t let it interfere with our friendship.’


    Five minutes later when we left the shop I made no objection when he took my arm and said:


    ‘It’s rather early, but would it bore you if we first-named each other? I do hate being called Fitzgerald. All we Fitzes are almost certainly descended from Charles II’s bastards. He threw Fitzes at them with the bâton sinistre. It’s a repulsive thought. I much prefer Desmonde provided you never, never call me Des. What’s yours?’


    ‘I have a perfectly horrible name. I was called Alexander as a vain propitiation, quite useless, to my grandfather. And Joseph in honour of the saint. But my friends usually call me Alec.’


    We entered the class room. He gave me a pleased look when we saw that our desks were together.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Desmonde’s father had been a bookseller. But no modern novel had ever been seen to enter the precincts of the dusty little diamond-paned shop tucked away in a corner of the Dublin Quays, and known throughout Europe and beyond as a storehouse of rare old volumes, special editions of the fine arts, historical pamphlets, the transactions of learned societies and suchlike treasures, sought after by intelligent collectors with an eye for something special at rather less than the outrageous price demanded in London or New York.


    Although he had not made a fortune – as he often told his clients when making a deal – Fitzgerald was comfortably situated, and, twelve years older than his wife, he had prudently secured her fortune by a double life endowment policy, which would afford her a substantial annual income on his death – an event which had in fact recently occurred.


    His widow, Elizabeth, was Scottish, a Lanarkshire woman who had never been quite at home by the turgid waters of the Liffey. After a decent interval which had enabled her to sell the house and to secure a reasonable sum for the stock and goodwill of the business, she had come to Winton, where, with the facility of a returned native, she had quickly found the small delightful terrace house to which Desmonde had referred when the good Fr Beauchamp invited himself to tea. With a doting mother, Desmonde had everything he might desire: fine clothes, pocket money ad libitum, a new bicycle to spin down to school …


    How different was my situation. My mother, daughter of a prosperous Ayrshire farmer, had been disowned by her family when she ran off with my Irish father and, the greater crime, became a Roman Catholic. After his death, persistence in this faith had killed all chance of reconciliation. But my brave little mother was not easily defeated. After a brief course of instruction she secured a post as a health visitor to the Winton Corporation. Her work took her to the notorious Anderson district of the city, slum areas riddled with poverty and destitution, where so many of the children were blighted and deformed by rickets. This splendid though exacting work suited my mother’s cheerful and energetic temperament. The pay, scarcely commensurate with the effort and the results obtained, was precisely two pounds a week. After deduction of two shillings and sixpence for superannuation tax and a further seven and sixpence as weekly rental for our two-room ‘flat’, precisely thirty shillings remained to feed, clothe, and maintain my mother and myself until the next twice blessed pay day came along. But let it not be imagined that we were miserable and starved in our sparsely furnished ‘room and kitchen’ four flights up, interminable steps which I climbed at the trot, knowing that I was going home, and that always there would be something to eat there for a hungry boy. Porridge in the morning and, if necessary, in the evening, varied by that inimitable Scottish dish, pease brose and buttermilk, Scots broth made from marrow bones, and stiff with vegetables, home baked scones or bannocks, and at the week-end a joint of beef which after Sunday manifested itself on succeeding days as hot pot or shepherd’s pie. Nor must I forget the sack of potatoes which arrived unfailingly every August, sent surreptitiously by an old worker on the parental farm. These were pilfered goods and how sweet they were, big floury King Edwards, baked in the oven and served with a pat of butter. I ate even the skin.


    Nevertheless, my style and condition of life differed so markedly from the ease and comfort of Desmonde’s existence that our continued and growing friendship became all the more remarkable. We met always with such a sense of joy and renewal, never a trace of superiority on his side or envy upon mine, though he had spun down on his new Raleigh bicycle while I had walked the two miles to school because I had not a halfpenny for the tram.


    Close friendships are usually frowned upon, if not discouraged, in most Jesuit institutions. But as Desmonde and I were later to move up through the various forms, increasingly devoted to each other, there was never a hint of anything suspect in our relationship. I was obviously not the type for a love match – I had gone almost immediately into the football team where, as centre half, my genius for rough play had been observed and commended, while Desmonde, under his light hearted charm, had revealed himself as a postulant, seriously intent upon his vocation. Every morning, before classes began, he was in church for Mass and Holy Communion. He persuaded me to join the Sodality, towards which I had only the slightest leanings. And as the school went down for various services at such times as Easter and Holy Week, kneeling beside him, I would see tears stream from his eyes fixed upon the Crucifix above the altar.


    Desmonde was generally liked by the fathers and with Fr Roberts he was an especial favourite, regarded indeed as a gift from Heaven. With his fellow students he was too exceptional to be popular, being regarded by some as a snob and by others as something of a freak. I am obliged to confess that but for me he might have suffered many indignities from the tougher element in our little community.


    But for all his sensitivity, he was not a coward. On one occasion, when cornered by a group of rowdies, scurrilously taunted, and invited to defend himself, he put his hands in his pockets and, with a smile, advanced his face invitingly.


    ‘I can’t fight you. But if you want to give me a bloody nose, just go ahead.’


    For a moment, a petrifying surprise held the group motionless, an open-mouthed still-life, then mutterings broke out in the horrendous Doric of Winton which could be construed as follows:


    ‘He’s no feart … don’t hit him, Wullie … lee him alane …’ remarks suddenly giving way to wild shouts of laughter, less derisory than flattering to Desmonde, who bowed politely, and, his hands still in his pockets, walked quietly away. But I felt, sure that his heart was beating like mad as he seated himself on the low stone boundary wall with his back to the playground. This was his favourite seat during recreation. He never took part in our rough and tumble games since he had never learned to kick or control a football. But on this perch, disdainfully he read the office of the day or something from Livy, his favourite author. His main preoccupation, however, was to watch the ebb and flow of life in the narrow little street, to drop a coin in the hand of any beggar, deemed legitimate, who importuned him, and above all, especially when the wind blew hard, as it frequently did on the steep hill, to keep an alert weather eye open for the straw-hatted, blue-uniformed girls who made their way, up and down, to the adjacent convent school.


    These girls, all from good-class homes, were naturally regarded by the College as chattering intruders to be ignored with lowered or averted eyes. Desmonde, however, had no such inhibitions: he studied them with curious, impartial detachment, as one might regard a strange, aboriginal race, and his comments, derisory, often amusing, were certainly devoid of amorous yearning.


    ‘Here comes little tubby. I say, doesn’t she waddle! And there’s mother’s darling, note the curly curls. Ribbons too, bless her. Oh, la la! Here’s the tall blonde effort. Rather a smasher, but for those enormous feet!’


    This was merely school-boy nonsense, but on days of real turbulence when sudden gusts swirled downhill sending hats skimming and tempestuous petticoats ballooning to expose chaste blue serge knickers, I felt that perhaps he was carrying the game too far and that it evinced, perhaps, an unrealised attraction towards the other sex. Whether or not, it did become apparent, from bright-eyed side glances and suppressed giggles, that this frieze of young girls had become emotionally aware of the neat, nonchalant young Apollo perched upon the wall, who often produced, from a side pocket, the forbidden cornflower and tucked it in his buttonhole.


    Only one person in the school seemed actively to dislike Desmonde: Fr Jaeger, who took the fifth form, sponsored and trained the football team, a short, tough, ruddy, perennially active little man to whom I soon became devoted and who in his turn seemed to have some interest in me. One day, as I came into his study he suddenly remarked:


    ‘You’re rather intimate with Fitzgerald.’


    ‘Yes, we are good friends.’


    ‘I don’t like soft boys. Have you seen how he sits on the wall staring at the Convent girls, on their way up to school?’


    I checked my reply. No one but an idiot argued with Jaeger. I merely said:


    ‘That wall game is all fun. He’s terribly good. Daily communicant …’


    ‘That makes it all the more dangerous. A soft spot in that apple. I foresee great trouble ahead for your pretty, pious, friend.’


    There the matter ended. Using the sleeve of his old soutane he began to polish his little briar pipe – his one indulgence – and, clenching it between his teeth, unlit, since it was Lent, he launched into his favourite topic: the necessity of a man to keep himself clean, hard, and fit.


    A passionate believer in physical fitness, he perennially greeted the dawn with an ice cold bath, followed by a series of Sandow exercises, and so influenced me that I adopted the habit and followed it faithfully. In his youth, rumour had it, Jaeger had played for Preston North End. Certainly he was madly keen on the game, worked hard with the team, came to all our matches, and nourished the wild ambition that St Ignatius might one day win that most coveted trophy, the Scottish Schools’ Shield.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Yet Fr Jaeger must surely have been mollified, surely Desmonde redeemed himself, when, quite out of character, he suddenly became a regular supporter of the school team. On Saturday mornings he would meet me at the corner of Radnor Street for the tram that bore us to Annesland on the outskirts of the city where the playing field was situated. During the game he posted himself behind the goal of our opponents and when that citadel was pierced, particularly by a shot from my ruthless boot, he broke into an excited variation of the Irish jig.


    Fr Jaeger used to have me to his little study upstairs in the presbytery to discuss tactics before, and after, each game. Long before it became standard practice in the Professional Leagues he insisted that the centre half – myself – should not only act as a defender but should go forward with the ball well into enemy territory and have a shot at goal. And it was indeed this advice which enabled me, not only to delight my friend, but to win games that might otherwise have been lost.


    After the game, whether triumphant or despondent, Desmonde took me back to his house for lunch, where quite often I would find my mother. Desmonde, with his tact and sensitive fine feeling, had brought our surviving parents together, not a difficult matter since both attended the Sunday High Mass at St Ignatius, and it was at once evident that the two women liked each other. I had reason to believe, too, without being presumptuous, that Mrs Fitzgerald approved of my friendship with her son.


    What pleasant occasions these were – always a delicious meal, nicely served in that delightful, beautifully furnished sunny room overlooking the park. And what a treat, especially for my dear mother, who had known such things in the past and lacked them for so many years. After coffee the two women went to the window seat to chat, or to take up some sewing which Mrs Fitzgerald, who worked for the church, could always provide, while Desmonde and I took off on our weekly pilgrimage across the park to the municipal Art Gallery, a fine modern building of red sandstone not far from the Winton University. Already we knew it well and, as a concession to me, we went immediately to the room of the French Impressionists, sat down, and gave ourselves once again to the splendour of some twenty examples of this period. Best of all I loved the Gauguin: two native women seated on the beach against a gorgeous complex of tropic jungle.


    ‘Painted during his first visit to Tahiti,’ Desmonde murmured.


    But my gaze was now on the delicious little Sisley, the Seine at Passy, moving slowly to the equally delicious Vuillard, all lemon and deep purple, then to the Utrillo, a simple street of a Paris faubourg, empty of people but full, oh, so full of Utrillo.


    ‘His best period,’ whispered my mentor. ‘Early, when he mixed plaster with his paint.’


    But I wasn’t listening, absorbing the atmosphere of canvases I now knew so well and coveted so avidly.


    Desmonde then stood up, deciding I’d had enough of the Impressionists, and moved into the corridor. I followed him to the end room given over to Italian paintings of the early and high Renaissance. These Florentine and Sienese religious compositions did not greatly interest me. I sat on the central settee while he made his way slowly round the circular room, stopping now at some particular favourite, peering close, breathing ecstatically, casting his eyes up to heaven.


    ‘You’re being dramatic, Desmonde,’ I said.


    ‘No, Alec. These lovely old treasures, with their spiritual force, their simple grandeur of conception, they induce in me a heavenly state of being. Look at this Piero della Francesca, and this heavenly Madonna, obviously the centre of a three part altar piece, Florentine school about 1500, and this Pietà. Ah, this is my most ecstatic: the Annunciation by Bartolommeo della Porta.’


    ‘Why della Porta?’


    ‘He lived near the Porta Romana. In 1475. A friend of Raphael. I love it so much I managed to get a little reproduction.’


    I waited with exemplary patience while he continued to rhapsodize, until I heard the strains of the orchestra tuning up in the concert hall below. I then stood up.


    ‘Music, maestro, please.’


    He smiled, nodded, and took my arm as we went down the wide stone staircase to the splendid theatre which a benignant corporation had provided for the citizens of Winton, and where on many Saturday afternoons the Scottish orchestra might be heard, free of charge, in programmes of good music.


    As we entered, Desmonde took one of the typewritten sheets at the door.


    ‘Dash!’ he exclaimed as we seated ourselves at the back of the poorly filled hall. ‘No Vivaldi. No Scarlatti. No Cherubini.’


    ‘But glorious T chaikovsky and heavenly Rimsky-Korsakov.’


    ‘Your beastly Russians.’


    ‘They induce in me a state of heavenly being!’


    He laughed, then was silent. The conductor had appeared, greeted by mild hand clapping, and the first strains of the ballet. Swan Lake, swept towards us.


    This orchestra, then beginning to be known in Europe and the United States, was of remarkable quality for a provincial city. The Tchaikovsky was beautifully played and, after the interval, Scheherazade was magnificent.


    When the last notes had died we sat for a moment, recovering, silent, until Desmonde said moodily:


    ‘Nothing for us at the Kings this week, I’m afraid.’


    ‘What’s on?’


    ‘One of these idiotic musical comedies: Maid of the Mountains, I believe. What mountains? Everest, Kanchenjungha or Pook’s Hill? However,’ he added, ‘Mother had word from Dublin that the Carl Rosa will be here quite soon.’


    ‘Good!’ This was another of our passions, secret, and never to be divulged at school where undoubtedly we should be mocked. We both loved opera, and when it was in town would go on Saturday nights to the sixpenny gallery seats in the Kings Theatre. I insisted on this sixpenny outlay, all I could afford, but occasionally Desmonde, who detested the gallery, would produce two tickets for the stalls which he tried to persuade me were complimentary, obtained by his mother.


    ‘The Carla Rosa was jolly good last month,’ I said. ‘I did love the Donizetti.’


    

      ‘Lucia di Lammermoor.’ Desmonde smiled. ‘Being a Scot, you would!’


    ‘That girl was really superb. The bridal aria is jolly difficult.’


    ‘I’m glad you say bridal, Alec. Crude to call it Mad Song. Yes, she’s Geraldine Moore. Quite the toast of the town in Dublin.’


    ‘She’s a darling, so young and beautiful.’


    ‘I shall certainly tell her that, Alec,’ Desmonde said gravely, ‘ when I meet her.’


    We both laughed. How could we foresee that this lovely and talented woman would play a major part in Desmonde’s future, admittedly hectic, career?


    Most of the audience had now filed out – we usually waited, since Desmonde hated to ‘ crush out with the mob’ – so I now glanced at him.


    ‘Tea?’


    He smiled. ‘Delighted, Alec.’


    My mother, from the beginning of our friendship with the Fitzgeralds, had said: ‘We must not sponge. We must return, as best we can, the hospitality we receive.’


    ‘But surely … we’re not quite …’


    ‘Yes, we are poor,’ she interrupted quite fiercely, ‘but we must never, never be ashamed of it.’


    Desmonde now enjoyed his Saturday tea with me, but his first visit to my home had positively startled him. As we came out of the park and crossed into the mean district of Yorkhill, he viewed the cheap shops therein with ill-concealed distaste, his nostrils dilating as we passed the fish and chip establishment of Antonio Moseno who, already aproned and in his doorway, hailed me across the street.


    ‘Howdya, Meester Shannon. Green pea ready. Chip-a-potata ready twenty meenutes.’


    ‘A friend?’ remarked Desmonde, casually.


    ‘And a jolly good one. He almost gives me double when I go in for a pennyworth of chips.’


    As we passed the little butcher’s at the end of the row, the blue-striped, belted figure within gave me a wave of his arm in greeting.


    ‘That’s another friend.’ I remarked, forestalling my companion. ‘He’s a Scot. And when my mother goes in just before he closes on Saturday night, she gets a first rate bargain.’


    Desmonde was silent, and as we were now climbing the steep hill on which the tenement stood, the reason became obvious. Indeed, when we reached our entrance and climbed the four flights of stairs to the top flat, he steadied himself against me, groping for breath, speechless.


    ‘I say, Alec,’ he wheezed at last, ‘don’t you find this rather too much for you?’


    ‘Nonsense, Desmonde!’ I rather laid it on. ‘ When I’ve had my morning cold bath and run round the building three times – that’s a mile – I absolutely spring up these stairs.’


    ‘You do?’ he said flatly.


    I took out my key, opened the door, and led the way into the kitchen where, before tactfully departing, my mother had spread a clean white cover on the little table and laid out the tea things, with a large plate of newly baked shortbread.


    Desmonde collapsed into one of the two chairs, watching me in silence while I lit the gas ring, boiled the kettle, expertly brewed tea, and filled the two big cups.


    He took a long deep swallow and sighed.


    ‘Terribly good, Alec. Most refreshing.’


    I refilled his cup and passed the shortbread. He took a piece, bit into it experimentally, then his face lit up.


    ‘I say, Alec, this is delicious.’


    ‘Home made, Desmonde. Have another.’


    We set to work on the tea together. Indeed, with some slight assistance from me, Desmonde practically demolished the plateful.


    ‘I’m worse than old Beauchamp with the French cakes,’ he apologised, hesitating before taking the ninth and final piece.


    In reply I gave him his third cup of tea.


    Thoroughly revived now. Desmonde looked around, his eye dwelling upon the curtained alcove behind me.


    ‘Is that where you study, Alec?’


    I drew the curtain aside with my foot, revealing a narrow iron bedstead, neatly made up and spread with a grey counter-pane.


    ‘My mother’s bedroom,’ I said. ‘You want to see mine?’


    He nodded, silently. I took him across the miniature hall and threw open, the door of the other room.


    ‘This is my domain.’ I smiled. ‘Where I sleep, work, and take my exercise.’


    He followed me, in a state of total wonder. The room was completely empty, except for a narrow truckle bed at one end and at the window a little dilapidated fold-down deal bureau, deemed not worth putting in the auction when our home was broken up.


    As he remained still and completely silent, I took an india-rubber from the mantelpiece, threw it against the wall, and as it came back at a sharp angle, caught it.


    ‘My wall game. When I catch fifty, without a fault, I’ve won.’


    Still he did not speak, but came towards me, still with that strange, emotional expression and, to my acute embarrassment, took my hand and went down on one knee.


    ‘Alec,’ he exclaimed, raising his eyes to me, ‘ you are noble, truly noble, as also is your dear mother. To live like this, spartan lives, nobly and cheerfully, is truly saintly. You shame me. Dear Alec.’ His voice broke. ‘ Sign me with the cross and give me your blessing.’


    Dreadfully uncomfortable, I was about to say: ‘For Heaven’s sake, don’t be an ass,’ but for some strange unknown reason I checked myself, murmured the names of the Trinity and marked his upturned forehead with the sign of the cross.


    Instantly he relaxed, got to his feet, and vigorously shook my hand.


    ‘Now I feel I have the strength, the courage to emulate you. I must be hard on myself. And I shall begin now.’ He reflected. ‘It’s a couple of miles from here to my house, uphill most of the way if I cross the park.’


    ‘Slightly more than two miles.’


    ‘Good! I’m going to start now, walking fast, and I promise you I’ll be home in twenty minutes.’


    ‘That would be a fine effort. Desmonde.’


    ‘I’m off then.’ He took his cap from the peg in the hall and went to the door. ‘ Thank you for a delicious tea … and for yourself.’


    I waited a moment while he went clattering down the stone steps, then went to the window of my room. True to his word, Desmonde was on his way, arms swinging, head thrust forward. So he continued, until gradually his pace slackened, he seemed suddenly to flag. He had, after all, eaten a considerable quantity of shortbread. And now, indeed, he paused, removed his immaculate handkerchief from his breast pocket and applied it to his brow, resuming thereafter at a slower, a much slower pace. He was now at the end of the hill road, facing the main street. He paused, stood considering the flow of traffic and, as a cab ambled past, looking for a fare, his right arm shot up. The cab stopped, the door opened and Desmonde flung himself inside.


    ‘Home, James,’ I murmured to myself, ‘and don’t spare the horses.’ But he had tried.


    The sun was now setting over the distant hills of Dumbarton, lighting the rooftops and furnishing my empty room with a magic splendour. As I gazed into the rosy glow of the sunset I wondered what the future held for Desmonde … and for me.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    Desmonde, who never seemed to overtax himself with work, was naturally clever, and, due to his father, he had the incomparable advantage of three languages. Completely fluent in French and Spanish he could even converse, though more slowly, in Latin. Almost apologetically he explained to me how his father of an evening would take him for a stroll in Phoenix Park, stating firmly at the outset the language in which their converse must be conducted. To relapse into English was an offence, not punishable, but frowned upon by his accomplished parent, a scholar who was often called upon to arrange and catalogue the libraries of great houses in Europe.


    As we came into our final school year it was a foregone conclusion that Desmonde would take all the language prizes while I, by intensive study, might succeed in mathematics, science and, with luck, English. It was already settled that Desmonde would go on to the Seminary at Torrijos, in Spain, while I would try for the Marshall Scholarship, sole passport to Winton University and a medical career.


    My chances of scholarship were impaired by the fact that our football team was having an unprecedented run of success in the competition for the Scottish Schools’ Shield. This coveted trophy had never been won by St Ignatius and as we came through to the quarter finals, leaving a trail of vanquished schools behind, Fr Jaeger, who had made me captain of the team the year before, was beside himself with ardour and excitement. Every other evening long training sessions were held in the gymnasium and before every game I had a detailed briefing in Jaeger’s study.


    ‘I think we might just do it, Alec.’ Unable to be still, he pranced up and down the little study. ‘We are a young, a very young team, but keen, yes, keen. And we have you, Alec, taking the ball forward. Now remember …’


    Desmonde came with me to all the matches, returning jubilant to our customary Saturday luncheon at Overton Crescent, where he delighted my mother by exaggerated reports of my prowess.


    Now that his admission to the Seminary was settled he was amusing himself, and the school, in his own fashion. He had first ascertained the date of Fr Beauchamp’s birthday by consulting Who’s Who, and as the day drew near, he composed and typed a marvellous letter purporting to come from the Mother Superior of the adjacent Convent School, a venerable old lady who rarely exposed herself to public view.


    The letter, widely circulated amongst the school, ran as follows:


    

      ‘My dear, very dear Fr Beauchamp.


      If I had courage I would address you by your delightful name of Harold, for I must now confess that I have long cherished a deep and passionate reverence for you. Yes, I watch you often, from my window, striding down the causeway, a noble, magnificent, corpulent figure, and with beating heart I long to have known you when we were both younger. When you had just left Eton, laden with honours, and I was a simple maiden, student at the nearby Borstal Reformatory. What joys might have then been in store for us. Alas, Heaven willed otherwise. But now, cloistered though I am, I may, purely and without sin, declare my secret passion. And in celebration of your auspicious name day I venture to send you a birthday cake. Intuition, or perhaps rumour, tells me that, despite the rigorous diet of your Order, you enjoy and are permitted to indulge yourself excessively in sweetmeats.


      Heaven bless you, my darling. I pray for you always – a solace to my love. Yours adoringly, Claribel.’


    


    Roars of laughter greeted this masterpiece as it was passed from hand to hand and thereafter enclosed with a huge chocolate cake in a beribboned box.


    This box was then secretly conveyed to the jolly, stumpy schoolgirl whom Desmond had inveigled into the plot. It was she who had actually provided the sheet of Convent notepaper on which the letter was typed, and she who on the appointed day rang the College doorbell and personally presented the gift to Beauchamp. Almost the entire school saw the box delivered and all awaited the outcome with ill-repressed anticipation.


    All day long there was no reaction, but at five o’clock, when the school had assembled for evening prayers, Beauchamp made his appearance to conduct the service. Before he began, almost absently, he said:


    ‘Fitzgerald, would you oblige me by standing up?’


    Gracefully, Desmonde obeyed.


    ‘You are Desmonde Fitzgerald.’


    ‘I have always been led to believe so, sir. If I am in error perhaps you will correct me.’


    ‘Enough! Fitzgerald, do you consider me “corpulent”?’


    ‘Corpulent, sir? That is a word, sir, which comprises a variety of meanings, from a gross obesity to a benign and graceful embonpoint, eminently becoming to a prelate of your dignity and stature.’


    ‘Ah! I assume you know, or at least know of, the venerable Mother Superior of our neighbouring Convent School?’


    ‘Who does not, sir?’


    ‘Would you ever, for a moment, believe that she had passed her early life in a Borstal Reformatory?’


    ‘Sir, you yourself must be aware that many of our greatest saints, eventually models of piety and devotion, were in their early years reprobates and malefactors, which did not prevent their ultimate canonisation. Thus, should our Reverend Mother have been by chance to Borstal, would you wish deliberately to cast the first stone?’


    A ripple ran through the school. We were all enjoying this immensely.


    ‘Enough, Desmonde!’ From the mildness of Beauchamp’s tone it seemed almost as if he were himself enjoying the exchanges. ‘Enough, sir. Borstal or not, would you consider it possible that this venerable and saintly lady would conceive a secret passion for any man?’


    ‘I would consider it eminently possible, sir!’


    ‘What!’


    ‘The word passion, sir, like your corpulence,’ here the school did indeed laugh outright, ‘has many meanings. There is the passion, sir, that you might feel if, God forbid, I should ever annoy you. I would then return to my beloved mother in tears, exclaiming brokenly: “Darling Mother, dear Father Beauchamp, our beloved Prefect of Studies, was in a raging passion with me!”’ Desmonde had to pause until he could be heard. We were all in hysterics. ‘Then, sir, there is that very frequent use of the word when a charming woman might say casually to her friend, as she came from her garden proudly bearing a trug loaded with blooms: “I have a passion for roses, darling.” Or again, a hen-pecked husband might say to his wife: “You have a passion for clothes, confound you. Just look at this milliner’s bill …” Then, again …’


    ‘Enough, Desmonde.’ We were getting out of control. Beauchamp held up his hand. ‘Tell me, did you write that birthday letter that came with the birthday cake?’


    ‘Sir, that is a leading question. Even in a court of law I would be given time to reflect and consider and if necessary to consult my legal advisers …’ Desmonde broke off suddenly. He sensed that enough amusement had been extracted from the situation, and that to go further would spoil the admirable effect he had created. So he bowed his head and said simply: ‘I did send the cake, sir. And I did compose the letter. It was all done in fun, sir. If it annoyed you, I am sorry and I will accept my punishment. And I am sure every one of us, who had a part in this silly joke, is equally contrite. I only hope that you enjoyed the cake.’


    There was a long silence. One might have heard a pin drop. Then Beauchamp spoke.


    ‘Desmonde, I predict, without the slightest hesitation and complete assurance, that if you do not fall by the wayside, you will end your days as a Cardinal in the inner circle of the Vatican. You have the exact quality of diplomatic equivocation which is highly regarded in that august body. However, you are a pupil under my authority who must be punished. So your punishment will be this.’ He held us breathless for a long moment. ‘Next time, send me a cherry cake. I prefer it to chocolate.’


    It was a master stroke. Beauchamp knew how to handle boys. We rose in a body and, led by Desmonde, cheered him to the echo.


    With the vacation drawing near the school was now in high good humour. We had just won our semi-final match against Allan Glens, a famous Scottish school with a strong team we had greatly feared. And how well and with what pleasure do I remember the game, played on the ground of the famous Celtic Club, in perfect weather, a sunny late afternoon, the cropped green turf, lawn smooth, so suited to our passing game, every member of the team in top form, the joy of victory and the cheers that greeted us as we streamed into the pavilion where Fr Jaeger threw his arms round me in a triumphant hug.


    Our greatest hurdle cleared, we were now in the final where our opponents would be a little known team from a small elementary school and, with good reason, it was generally acknowledged that the Shield would at last be ours. I was in high favour; even Fr Beauchamp, not precisely a sporting man, would beam me a radiant smile as we passed in the corridor.


    All our examinations were now over, the results already on the notice board. As anticipated, Desmonde had done superlatively well, taking half of the prizes, while I, a modest plodder, took the other half. However, also on the board was a communiqué from the university, briefly indicating, but with immense joy to myself, and to my dear mother, that I had won the Marshall Bursary. Finally on the board was the annual invitation to the boys of the Upper Sixth, inviting them to the Convent Dance given by the senior girls under the supervision of Mother Superior. This was an established custom between the two schools, doubtless to arrange a meeting between Catholic boys and girls of good education and high morals which might prove salutary, or even fruitful, now that they must face the liberty and temptations of unsheltered life. Naturally, we all regarded it as an immense joke.


    The day of the momentous final was now upon us, the match fixed for five o’clock at Hampden Park, the famous international ground, and, for a schoolboys’ event, the crowd was exceptionally large. Even now it pains me to write of the event, of which the memory has so often recurred to sting me. We began in great style, swinging the ball about with precision and complete confidence, and for seven minutes we were obviously the masters, almost scoring twice. Then the incident occurred.


    Our left back, a boy of no more than fifteen years, had the habit of running, even of walking, with his arms akimbo and in this fashion he tackled one of the opposing forwards. His elbow barely touched the other boy who, alas, slipped and fell. Instantly the whistle of the referee sounded. A penalty!


    The kick was taken, a goal was scored, and immediately our young team went to pieces. Then the rain began, drenching us in heavy sheets, driven into our faces by gusts of wind, a pitiless downfall that persisted through the second half into a premature early darkness, almost a black-out with the pitch markings and the ball barely discernible. It was of course equally bad for our opponents, but they had their goal. The seconds were ticking away. In the last minutes of the game, the ball came to me on the touchline, outside the penalty area. I took one desperate blinding shot at the enemy goal. It was a good effort, sailing hard and true for the top corner of the net, when a fierce gust caught and diverted the ball, which struck the junction of the bar and the post, sailed high in the air, and went over.


    Instantly the final whistle sounded, we were beaten, one to nothing. In the pavilion poor Fr Jaeger, ash grey from strain and suspense, immediately quelled our curses against the referee.


    ‘You did your best, boys. We were handicapped by the storm and,’ he added bitterly, ‘by the fact that you were wearing green jerseys. Now hurry and change, our bus is waiting.’


    I could not face the dinner that had been arranged for us. I hid myself in one of the wash rooms, emerging only when the rumble of the bus had died. Then I took my bag and went out into the rain, faced with a long walk to the tram stop and a longer bumpy journey home.


    Suddenly in the darkness a hand was on my shoulder.


    ‘I’ve a taxi waiting, dear Alec. I managed to get it through the gates. Give me your bag. I won’t say a word about the game and I’ll get you safely home.’


    He led me to the cab, and into it. This was Desmonde, Desmonde at his best. Thankfully I lay back, utterly spent, and closed my eyes.


    After we had cleared the gates and were on our way Desmonde whispered:


    ‘Are you asleep, Alec?’


    ‘Unfortunately, no.’


    ‘I’m not going to talk about the match, Alec, but I’d like you to know that I prayed like mad all the time and when your shot just missed being a goal I nearly died.’


    ‘I’m glad you survived.’


    He was silent for some minutes, then:


    ‘I’m leaving for Torrijos, for the Seminary, the day after tomorrow.’


    ‘So soon?’


    ‘Yes. Mother is terribly upset. She’ll come with me to Madrid, then I may not see her till I’m ordained.’


    ‘That’s very severe.’


    ‘Yes, I understand they’re formidably strict.’


    Again silence, then leaning towards me he murmured:


    ‘You know I love you, Alec.’


    ‘Like is the imperative word, Desmonde.’


    ‘Well, then I like you immensely and I want you to promise to keep in touch with me. There’s no ban on letters out there so I mean to write you often. Do you mind?’


    ‘Not at all, and I’ll reply, when I’m not tied up with Quain’s anatomy.’


    ‘Thank you, thank you, dear Alec.’


    So the pact was made. And that is why I may continue this narrative with absolute accuracy despite the fact that we were often apart for many years.


    The taxi drew up. We were now outside my home.


    ‘Thank you sincerely, Desmonde, for being so decent. It would have taken me more than an hour.’


    I gave him my hand. I have a vague idea that he tried to kiss me on the cheek as I got out of the cab, but it was not successful.


    ‘Good-night, Desmonde, and thank you again.’


    ‘Good-night, my dear Alec.’


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    I slept late next morning, from sheer exhaustion, and had to forgo my usual run in the park. Although the school prize-giving was not until late afternoon, my mother had taken the whole day off from work. She brought me my breakfast in bed, a special treat, and on the tray, in addition to my porridge, there was hot buttered toast and a plate of bacon and egg. Not a word did she speak of the game although I read in her face maternal compassion tempered by a determined brightness.


    She sat with me while I cleared the tray, then:


    ‘I have a surprise for you, dear.’ And from the hall she brought a flat cardboard box, took off the lid and exposed a new, extremely good looking dark blue suit.


    I gazed, enraptured, amazed.


    ‘How did you get it?’


    ‘Never mind, dear. You know that you must have a decent suit for the university. Hurry and try it on.’


    ‘How did you get it?’ I repeated, seriously.


    ‘Well … you know that silly old silver brooch …’


    ‘The one with the ring of pearls.’


    ‘I didn’t want it, I was tired of it, a useless old thing … I sold it … to a decent little Jew who knows me in my district.’


    ‘You loved that brooch. You said it was your mother’s.’


    She looked at me in silence, then:


    ‘Please don’t make a fuss, dear. You had to have a suit for the prizegiving, and especially for the dance afterwards.’


    ‘I don’t want to go to the dance. I’ll hate it.’


    ‘You must, you must … you never have any amusement or social life.’ She added: ‘I had a letter about you this morning, delivered by one of the College servants. From Father Jaeger.’


    ‘Do let me see it.’


    ‘Certainly not. It’s my letter and I shall prize it. Besides, I don’t want you to get a swelled head.’


    She paused, while we confronted each other on the verge of laughter.


    ‘He did mention that he hoped you weren’t laid out, as you didn’t turn up for dinner. And if you’ve time he’d like you to come up and see him, before he goes off on Monday.’


    ‘He’s going away?’


    ‘So it appears.’


    I pondered, puzzled. At least I would have the answer tonight.


    ‘Do try the suit, dear.’


    I got up, horribly stiff, and got into my cold bath with some difficulty. A clean white shirt and a new light blue tie had been set out beside the suit. I dressed with care, enjoying myself for inspection, fully aware that I had not been as well turned out for at least five years.


    My dear little mother looked me up and down, walked slowly round me, then looked again. No burst of admiration, no superlatives, no lovey-dovey ‘oh, my darling’, but it was pleasant to read her eyes as she embraced me and said, quietly:


    ‘It is a perfect fit. Now you look yourself.’


    All that day I lazed around, easing my bruises, and getting in the way of my mother, but at five o’clock we were both seated in the school hall where most of the boys were already present with their parents and friends. Desmonde was much in evidence but, as he explained, his mother, busy with arrangements for their departure, was enforcedly absent. However, it was he who started the proceedings by leading us into the school song, the new version composed by Fr Roberts. The effect was rather spoiled by the noise of latecomers looking for seats and dragging chairs, and almost at once Fr Beauchamp appeared on the platform. After a short prayer, when everyone stood, he read an account of the, school’s progress during the past year, then began to distribute the prizes. Parents of sons so rewarded beamed, others less fortunate did not conceal their chagrin. A woman behind us was heard to remark rancorously to her neighbour:


    ‘Oor Wullie was fifth in Religious Knowledge. Whet wey did he no’ get a prize.’


    Finally, speaking more slowly, Beauchamp came to the upper group and presently Desmonde was called to the platform to accept his books, receiving some applause as he gracefully bowed and retreated. Then it was my turn. And how relieved and pleased I was, for my mother’s sake, at the roar that greeted my appearance and continued until Beauchamp raised his hand. He began to speak, presumably about me, since there were more cheers, but although I caught the phrase ‘our admirable Shannon’ my attention, and indeed my eyes, were fixed on an envelope which lay on top of the pile of books.


    At last the ordeal was over, Beauchamp awkwardly shook hands with me and I had hobbled back to my seat, where my mother, crimson with pride, pressed my hand and gave me a look I shall never forget, a look that sustained me during the hard years that followed.
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