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			What the dead behold, they may become.

			Revelations of Glaaki, volume 9,

			On the Uses of the Dead (Matterhorn Press, 1863?)

			Some memories feel like a hook in the guts, but at least that means they’re entirely mine. That’s why I cling to every one that makes me wince – memories of loss, of humiliation, of doing things I should never have done, of failing to act as I should. They help to persuade me I’m still just myself and nobody else. Sometimes they succeed.

			When I look back I see my life is littered with mistakes. I could easily feel it’s composed of them. I often think the worst one was agreeing with my father that I was a thief. I only wanted to give him some peace, though I’d never stolen even the tiniest item. The mistake seems trivial compared with so much that has happened since, but then – like far too many people – I’ve seldom seen the larger context at the time. There’s no use thinking I was just a child when I first heard hints of how the world would change. I might have noticed more if I hadn’t been preoccupied with the changes that were taking place in my own small world.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1952: The Nocturnal Gardener

			“Don’t forget your cap, Dominic,” my mother said, which was one reason why I overlooked so much that day.

			I wasn’t likely to forget it or the rest of my school uniform. The tie was helping the stiff shirt collar chafe my neck while the heels of the new shoes scraped the backs of my heels with every step I took. My parents had made me wear the outfit for our Sunday stroll in Stanley Park, parading me for everyone to admire when I would have liked to go unnoticed. While I didn’t mind my first long trousers, I thought the cap and tie and blazer were unreasonably green, not much less bright than the trees shading the pavements on both sides of our road. Besides, the uniform felt as though the summer holidays had ended sooner than they should. My face was growing hot as the September afternoon, because my mother seemed to think I might let her and my father down, when he said “Best foot, son.”

			He could have been counselling speed because of the rain in the air, but I knew the issue was the lady who was hurrying under the railway bridge at the end of the road. “Coo-ee,” Mrs Norris called and waved as well.

			The bridge amplified her voice, not that it needed magnifying, and I felt as if everyone was competing to be first to our gate. We reached it before Mrs Norris did, but then politeness overtook my parents. “How are you, Mrs Norris?” my father said.

			Though she was almost within arm’s length, she matched his shout. “Well enough, Mr Sheldrake. Really quite well.”

			I was always amazed by how large a voice lived inside so small a person, presumably a product of her deafness. She was the neatest person I knew, and I used to think that was because there was so little of her to keep tidy, unlike my awkward gangling frame. I see her in her pale blue suit and white blouse fixed at the throat with an oval brooch not much less broad than her neck, fawn stockings with seams straight as plumb lines, her regimented greying curls mostly hidden by a domed hat as shiny white as the heads of the hatpins. By the time I’d taken all this in my mother would have been urging “Dominic.”

			I fumbled to raise my cap an inch and felt my face grow redder still. “Good afternoon,” I mumbled, “Mrs Norris.”

			“Why, Dominic, you look like a real little gentleman.” As I wished I could yank the cap down far enough to hide my face, she turned back to my parents. “He’s a credit to you,” she cried louder still.

			“We try our best.” When Mrs Norris cocked her head to catch the words my mother not much less than bellowed “He’s our future.”

			I saw my father glance about in case they were disturbing any of the neighbours. “Should you be getting home, Mrs Norris? I think we’re in for a storm.”

			Her small eyes brought a gleam to her concise assiduously powdered face. “Would you like to hear what’s bucked me up?”

			While he didn’t sigh aloud, I saw his chest swell and deflate. It was left to my mother to say “Do come in for a cuppa.”

			“If you’re certain you’ve enough.”

			This wasn’t a sly insult, not in those last weeks of rationing, but it provoked my father to unlatch the rickety gate he kept promising to mend. “We’ve always some for visitors,” he said without making sure she heard.

			At least I wouldn’t have to stand politely by while the adults chatted. As everyone crowded onto the path, beside which there was just sufficient room for my mother’s three rosebushes, the trees along the road began to hiss and then to rattle their leaves. By the time we piled into the front hall the downpour was turning the pavements dark as tar. “Good heavens,” Mrs Norris protested, “God must have it in for someone.” 

			My father scowled at the irreverence, and I knew my mother would have sent me out to play except for the rain. “Find something to do in your room, Dominic,” she said.

			“I’ve got my book to read, or I might write.”

			“That’s a good boy,” Mrs Norris cried, planting her purple handbag on the tall but tiny table under the laden coatrack by the stairs so as to extract her purse. “And what do good boys get?”

			Not only the question embarrassed me. I knew she was thinking of her late husband. Her eyes had begun to glint with moisture, and I yearned to look away as I mumbled “Dunno.”

			She snapped her purse open and fished out a coin. “Here’s a pence for a good lad,” she said as Mr Norris used to.

			“What do—”

			Before my mother could complete the shameful prompt I babbled “Thank you, Mrs Norris.”

			I earned my mother’s frown all the same, having grabbed the penny in such haste I nearly dropped it. “Make yourself scarce now, son,” my father said under his breath.

			I didn’t need urging. I hung my cap on the hook that bore my new raincoat and fled upstairs, past the framed mottoes on the wall. My mother’s mother had stitched “Keep The Home Fires Burning”, though I never knew if she’d done so after losing her husband to the first World War, and my father’s was responsible for “Thou God See All”, which used to confuse me by not being quite the phrase I’d been taught at school. As I reached my room my mother called “Don’t forget your knees when you sit down.”

			She meant the trick I’d had to learn, tugging up my trousers to keep the creases sharp. I shut the bedroom door behind me – almost, at any rate. To close it properly you had to lift it on its loose hinges, another of the items my father kept undertaking to repair. I draped my blazer over the back of the chair opposite the bed and sat at the table, half of which was occupied by a Meccano bridge I’d built. Must I still feel guilty because I meant to listen, not to read or write? I made the halves of the bridge squeak up and down a few times, and fed the penny to my money box, a golliwog who raised his metal arm to drop the coin into his mouth, and then I gazed out at the graveyard.

			My room had a view of Liverpool Cemetery – Anfield Cemetery, as it came to be known. Back then it never troubled me, not least because my parents obviously didn’t think it should. I thought of it more as a park with stones and trees in, leading to the distant sight of the allotments where my mother had grown vegetables while my father was away at war. My sole uneasy moment had been the first time I’d heard the graves roar with an enormous wordless voice on a sunny Saturday afternoon – the sound of a crowd at a football match at Goodison Park beyond the graveyard. I should like to believe it made me dream of another immense voice, but I know better. No, I know far worse.

			I heard the rising whistle of the kettle on the stove, and then china clinked downstairs, the best set that was reserved for guests. Either courtesy forbade conversation until tea was served or my parents weren’t anxious to hear from their visitor. The rain had diminished to a drizzle, and a man was wheeling a pram along the nearest path. While I didn’t find it odd that he’d brought a pram into the cemetery, it was unusual to see a man alone with one. His height was uncommon as well, and he kept stooping over the handle of the pram to address the occupant. As he passed my window I could see his long thin oval face so clearly that I saw he was talking about a mother. I leaned towards the window in case I could make out more words, and he met my eyes at once. He reared up to his full height, an action I found so daunting even at that distance that I nearly overturned the chair in my haste to hide. The next moment he returned his attention to the baby in the pram as if I meant nothing to him, and I was distracted by my mother’s voice in the kitchen under my room. “Come and sit in the lounge, Mrs Norris.”

			I heard a discreet rattle of spoons against china as she carried the tray along the hall. Before anybody else spoke, the door of the front room shut tight. I thought I mightn’t be able to hear unless I ventured closer, which would have meant owning up to eavesdropping if only to myself, but I didn’t even need to strain my ears to hear Mrs Norris say “Thank you both for everything you’ve done for me.”

			The man and the pram were receding beyond trees that twitched with raindrops. “We’ve only done what neighbours should,” my mother said.

			“You’d be surprised how many that you thought were friends don’t want to know you when you’ve had a loss.”

			“We’ve had a few in the family,” my father said.

			“That’s why I wish you’d give our church a try sometime.”

			I imagined the frown that would be drawing his ruddy eyebrows together while he straightened his thick lips, an expression that made his broad big-nosed deceptively sleepy-eyed face look squarer still. “We’ve told you, Mrs Norris,” he said, “there’s only one church for us.”

			“I used to think that, even when I lost my parents. It was my Herbert convinced me to give the spirits a chance.”

			No doubt my mother was blinking more concern onto her roundish face. Her eyes always seemed enlarged by keenness, dwarfing her snub nose and compact mouth and dimpled chin. “We’re glad if it brings you some comfort,” she said.

			“It’s brought me much more. Nobody knows what our church can give them unless they find out for themselves.”

			“Mrs Norris,” my father said, “we’ve already told you Catholics can’t have anything to do with spiritualism.”

			“I wasn’t thinking of you two just then. I meant a gentleman I brought into the church. Do you mind if I tell you about him?”

			I barely heard my father say “I don’t suppose it can do any harm.”

			“I was visiting my Herbert’s grave out there at the back and I think the gentleman was looking for a relative. I don’t like to pry, but he seemed a bit lost, so I did ask if anyone could help.”

			“What did he say to that?” my father said without sounding eager to know.

			“He didn’t seem too sure. I hope you won’t think any less of me, but  that’s why I told him about our church.”

			“It isn’t up to us to judge you, Mrs Norris.”

			Perhaps my mother found this unnecessarily gruff. “He joined, did he?”

			“He did, and he’s done so much more. It’s as if he’s been waiting for the inspiration all his life. For a start he’s taught us how to bring our graves alive.”

			“I don’t know if I like the sound of that,” my father said.

			“It’s nothing bad. It reminds us how life goes on, not just on the other side. All we do is plant flowers there, or herbs bring you even closer.”

			“Closer,” my father said like a denial.

			“To our lost ones, except I shouldn’t call them that. They aren’t lost to us at all.”

			“We know we’ll meet our family again,” my father said, “but we aren’t meant to in this life.”

			“You mustn’t think me cheeky, but I can promise you you’re wrong.”

			Though the silence felt as if my parents were willing it to end the discussion, my mother was apparently compelled to say “Will you have another cup?”

			“I’ve had sufficient, thank you. Shall I tell you why you’re mistaken?”

			My father had been driven to the limit of civility. “Suit yourself, Mrs Norris.”

			“Because I’ve spoken to my Herbert and he’s spoken back to me.”

			My father cleared his throat with such force that he hardly needed to add a remark. “Don’t they put on that kind of a show quite a lot at your church?”

			“Desmond.” As an additional rebuke my mother said “Some people don’t think it’s a show.”

			“Mary, I’m trying to be nice.”

			“Don’t fret on my behalf, Mrs Sheldrake. I know Mr Sheldrake is a convert to your faith just like I am to mine. We’re meant to be the best defenders, aren’t we, Mr Sheldrake?” When my father gave no response that I could hear, Mrs Norris said “I’m not talking about the sort of medium you know.”

			“We don’t know any,” my father said, “and I’m afraid we’ll be staying that way.”

			Just the same, my mother said “What sort then, Mrs Norris?”

			“He doesn’t speak for anybody’s loved ones.” Without lowering her voice Mrs Norris managed to convey respectful awe as she said “He brings them to us.”

			“And just how does he work that?” my father demanded.

			“Because coming to our church showed him his gift. That’s what he says himself. You believe in not wasting your talents, don’t you? It’s in our Bible too, you know.”

			“I think Desmond was asking what happens,” my mother said before he could speak.

			“I told you, we hear from the people we went there to hear.”

			“You all do,” my father said like some kind of question.

			“Not all just yet. I was one of the first,” Mrs Norris admitted with pride. “He says I guided him.”

			“No,” my father said, “I’m asking if you all hear them.”

			“That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? Then people would have to believe. They wouldn’t need any faith.” All this might have been postponing the answer. “Just the people they belong to hear them,” Mrs Norris said.

			“If it helps you I’m glad for you,” my mother said.

			“I haven’t made you understand yet. I don’t just hear my Herbert, I can feel him there. He comes to me when I need him.”

			“I expect you have to be alone for that, do you?”

			“It’s when I’m feeling lonely, yes. Mostly in the night.” Mrs Norris seemed to take a hint, perhaps an intentional one. “You’ll be wanting to see Dominic is ready for his new school,” she said. “Thank you for putting up with me and my palaver.”

			When I heard the front door shut I grabbed a magazine in case anybody came upstairs and suspected me of having listened. The Hotspur was a boys’ paper, not a mere comic, and so had my parents’ approval. “You’re too old to look at pictures,” my mother had been telling me for years. I did my best to concentrate on a heroic tale while I wondered what a visit from Mr Norris might be like. Even if he was as benign as ever, the notion of wakening to find him by the bed or even of waiting in the dark for him didn’t take my fancy. Since he’d been in the graveyard by our house for weeks, I preferred not to think how he might feel.

			The words on the page piled up like rubble among my thoughts, and I was still attempting to read when my father switched on the radiogram in the lounge. ‘Sing Something Simple’ was the signature tune a chorus began singing, which meant it was Sunday teatime. “We’ll sing the old songs like you used to do....” All the songs dated from before I was born, and some might have been older than my parents. We’d had dinner at midday – sliced ham with salad from our allotment – and the evening treat was my mother’s invention, boiled potato sandwiches with the last of the margarine that the bucket of water in the larder had only just held back from turning rancid. To drink we had orange juice, diluted close to tastelessness. My father left the doors of both rooms open to let the songs drift in, and they took the place of conversation until I risked asking “What did Mrs Norris say?”

			“Just some grown-up things,” my mother said. “They wouldn’t interest you, Dominic.”

			“Was she talking about Mr Norris?” 

			Before my mother could reply my father flapped the napkin that he called a serviette and wiped his mouth hard. “Do you care more about him than your own family, Dominic?”

			I didn’t know if he meant my own parents or his, who had died when I was a toddler, my grandfather surviving the loss of his wife by just a few months. If my father had them in mind, I’d had years to grow fonder of Mr Norris. I was about to lie, though it would have made me feel as guilty as the reason, when my mother murmured “Desmond, maybe he’s worried about tomorrow.”

			“There’s no call for anyone to feel that way about it. It’s meant to be the best school.” Nevertheless my father relented. “Forget about the other business, son,” he said. “Nobody was saying anything about him.”

			“That’s right, Dominic. We were just talking about her church.”

			So my parents told lies. As I got ready for bed, having been sent upstairs for an even earlier bedtime than usual, the insight left me feeling more grown-up than thoughts of the new school did. It didn’t help me pray when I knelt at the foot of the bed. I’d prayed for Mr Norris every night I was away on holiday with my parents, and I’d looked forward to telling him my adventures, which he’d asked for in the voice that in the space of weeks had grown as thin and pale and determined as him. I’d hoped my reminiscences would lend him new life if not cure him somehow – the railway journey to the Yorkshire coast, the stuttering of pistons and the busy clatter of the wheels, the salty smell of smoke as it billowed past the dwarfish aperture at the top of the third-class window, a tang like an omen of the seaside; the dogged race with luggage across stations to change trains as a blurred voice broadcast indistinct instructions; seagulls flocking on fish at Whitby like a greedy screeching blizzard; the sea view from our cliff hotel in Scarborough, where the distant flat horizon let me glimpse the vastness of the world; coach tours across the moors where hawks fell like arrows from the sky and signposts bore names that have stayed lively in my mind: Highcliff Nab, Ugglebarnby, Hutton-le-Hole, Falling Foss... I stored up all this and much more to revive Mr Norris, but when I went round to his house on my first day back I saw every curtain was drawn to shut out the sunny morning. I knew this denoted an event it was impolite to convey in plain words, and I knuckled my tears away as I ran almost blindly home.

			I felt as if my prayers had failed, or I had. I did my best to believe in the ones I mumbled on the night before starting at the new school. Though the prospect made me feel apprehensively excited, I slept before the sun went down. Hours later I wakened in the dark. The barking of a dog had roused me, and now another one started to yap. I tried to ignore them, but curiosity sent me out of bed. I stumbled to the window and eased up the sash. As I craned across the corner of the table and out of the window, a breeze set the leaves of the trees in the graveyard swarming and then fumbled at my face.

			The dogs were in the back yards of two houses down the road, near the allotments. The only activity I could see was the scurrying of a few fallen leaves across the grass between the graves. The dogs were as noisy as ever, but I was about to close the window when a movement drew my attention towards the allotments. For a moment I imagined one of the stone figures in the dimness beneath the trees had come to life. No, someone had stooped to pick up some item. No doubt a gardener was collecting vegetables, even if it seemed an odd hour for the task. The figure straightened up with its prize, and I didn’t want to be caught watching. I inched the sash down, shutting out some of the canine clamour, and went back to bed. I was almost asleep when a thought overtook me, after which I found it hard to sleep. There was a hedge between the cemetery and the allotments, which meant the figure couldn’t have been where I’d thought I saw it. It had been in the graveyard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The First Day

			It was saying goodbye at the end of my road that made me feel how much my life had changed. “See you sometime,” Bobby said, and marched across the tram tracks as soon as the policeman on point duty beckoned all the children who were waiting at the kerb.

			Just then I didn’t understand how much of her performance was bravado. I thought her attitude went with her broad straight shoulders, not to mention her prominent chin and long nose, which she was fond of pointing at anyone who disagreed with her – she only had to raise her face an inch to make it haughty, a trick she’d learned from her mother. “Well,” I said to Jim with some bravado of my own, “now we’re the Tremendous Two.”

			We’d walked to school with Bobby for years, but that wasn’t what I had in mind. Originally our crew, which we’d called a gang because that was the word you used, had been the Faithful Five. The name was my idea, derived from books by Gnid Blyton – at least, that was how I used to read Enid’s signature that was printed on every cover. We were a benign bunch, whose most daring exploits included braving the police station to hand in a wallet we’d found in the park and tracking down a lost dog that took all of us to capture it, leaving Bobby with a bite for which she’d had to have a jab. Then Paddy and Sean’s family had moved to Dublin, reducing us to the Tremendous Three, and now I felt as if we’d lost another member – felt that the dual carriageway, on the far side of which Bobby was talking to girls in the same grey uniform at the bus stop, might as well have been as wide as the Irish Sea. “That’s us,” Jim agreed, though he didn’t sound anxious to linger over the subject, perhaps in case any of the boys around us overheard. “Hey, here’s a tram.”

			The route was one of the last in Liverpool. I’d liked trams more than buses ever since I could remember – the metallic squeal of wheels on the tracks, the peremptory clang of the bell, the crackle and spark of the pulley on the wire. In those days we wouldn’t have dared to cross to the tracks until the policeman signalled that we could, and we reached the stop in the middle of the dual carriageway with just seconds to spare. We rode on the top deck as far as Queens Drive, and couldn’t resist tipping back the wooden seat to face the wrong way before we clattered downstairs. Now there was nothing to distract us from the prospect of the day, and the bus stop at the crossroads was crowded with boys in the green Holy Ghost Grammar uniform. 

			All of them were older than us, and quite a few let us know with disparaging glances. “Here’s a pair of tiddlers,” someone remarked, and another said “More like a fat frog and a shrimp.” Since Jim ignored this, I did my best, though the colour of my face must have given me away. We were so inexperienced that when a bus drew up we assumed everyone would board in some sort of order, but even when we managed to gain a foothold on the platform, several boys tried to shove us aside. “Watch out, fatso,” the first of them told Jim.

			“I wouldn’t say that to him,” I said with relish.

			I ought to have restrained myself, I think now. I could have been setting him up for a fight, even if the bus driver would have intervened – in those days adults often did. Jim might have been plump, but underneath was solid muscle, and most of his ample width wasn’t fat. He grasped the metal pole at the corner of the platform and used his entire back to propel the boy against his friends, who staggered backwards like a slapstick routine, barely managing to stay on their feet. “That’s shown them,” I muttered to Jim.

			His foe’s face had turned mottled wherever acne left some room. “We’ll get you,” he said.

			It was a standard threat meant to leave us feeling vulnerable. “Go to bed,” Jim retorted, since wishing him to hell was stronger language than we were supposed to use, and his adversary elbowed his way along the downstairs aisle to glare at a smaller boy until he gave his seat up.

			We’d forgotten about him by the time the bus reached the school. I didn’t understand why, having piled off the platform, everyone immediately quietened down, and then I saw a priest waiting just inside the school gates. Both tall gateposts bore a stone dove, a holy symbol somewhat undermined by the dungy whitish crown a rival bird had planted on the left-hand sculpture. I thought it best not to look at Jim in case we made each other laugh, a reaction I could see the priest was unlikely to appreciate. He was the youngest priest I’d ever seen, which might have been why he was keeping his face as severe as his black robe and the celluloid collar that hemmed in his neck. I didn’t grasp my mistake until I heard a boy so old he didn’t have to wear a cap say “Good morning, Brother O’Toole.” All the boys with caps raised them while saying “Good morning, sir,” and I was nervous of stumbling over the ritual. I was glad that Jim performed it first, but the man I’d taken for a priest was unimpressed. “First day,” he said as if this wasn’t much of an excuse. “Name?”

			“Jim Bailey, sir.”

			“Bailey. Make sure your tie is knotted properly in future.” Brother O’Toole was already scrutinising me as though he wouldn’t be satisfied until he found a fault. “Your name, boy,” he said, plainly expecting not to have to ask.

			“Dominic Sheldrake, sir.”

			“Sheldrake.” His tone made it clear that I shouldn’t have included my first name. “You’ll need to learn to speak up at Holy Ghost,” he said. “You won’t be staying quiet in class.”

			“No, sir,” I blurted, fearing silence wasn’t allowed.

			“Cut along, both of you. You’ve much to learn about how to conduct yourselves here, and the sooner you start the better.”

			I was afraid that some of the parade of boys doffing caps might have observed my humiliation. I felt half my age and acutely out of place, feelings aggravated by the sight of the school towards which everyone was trooping. The elongated two-storey red-brick building was enormously larger than Bobby’s and our old school – as wide, I thought, as a street was long. The daunting prospect made the gravel underfoot feel like a penance, and I wasn’t halfway along the drive when my feet began to ache so much that I ventured onto the extensive lawn. At once Brother O’Toole’s thin sharp voice cut through the gnashing of gravel. “Sheldrake, keep to the path.”

			My face was still blazing by the time Jim and I reached the school. The broad central doors were for masters, one of whom was striding in while his black gown flapped back from his shoulders, and the pupils had a side entrance half the size. Beyond it coat hooks bristled on the walls of an extensive alcove at the near end of a corridor. A determinedly dour-faced boy who I gathered was a prefect showed us the back of his hand to indicate the nearest hooks. “New boys hang there,” he said as if daring us to misunderstand.

			The day was so cloudlessly hot that it could almost have been mocking our incarceration, and we’d left our coats at home. Since there were only a few empty hooks, Jim hung his cap over mine. “Best pals, are you?” the prefect said.

			“We’re good ones,” Jim admitted, and I mumbled “That’s us.”

			“So long as that’s the most you are. We don’t want any pansies here.”

			Anger overcame my shyness, and I returned his stare. “We’ve never met one up till now.”

			Beyond a pair of fire doors the corridor led past a flight of bare stone stairs and met us with smells of the school – floor polish, chalk dust, boyish sweat and the cloth of a multitude of uniforms. The passage overlooked an empty schoolyard and then a playing field bracketed by football posts, while internal windows hid classrooms behind frosted glass. A large vague murmur let us know that the double doors at the end of the corridor belonged to an assembly hall.

			It was two storeys high and full of several hundred boys, who sat on backless benches fixed to the uncarpeted wooden floor. Sunlight slanted through windows more than halfway up the wall, and I couldn’t help finding their inaccessibility reminiscent of a prison. Prefects stood at the corners of the hall, and the nearest crooked a jerky finger at us. “New boys sit in front,” he called. “Get a move on. Don’t run.”

			We’d only just sat down at the far end of the bench closest to the stage when the general murmur was wiped out by the rustle and shuffle of a mass of boys rising to their feet. Teachers were emerging onstage through a doorway at the back. The monks came first, followed by the masters in their gowns, which barely fluttered with the pace of the procession. Several dozen men lined up in front of chairs at the rear of the stage before a final monk strode to the front. “Good morning, boys,” he said in a high voice that I could have thought was being strangled by his collar.

			“Good morning, headmaster.”

			Jim and I had been seconds late in standing up, and now our response lagged behind the chorus. Mine was so belated that the silence isolated the last syllable, which sounded unintentionally derisive. “For you new boys,” he said and fixed me with a glance, “I am Brother Trainer.”

			That’s what I heard, which suggested the threat of being trained like an animal. I didn’t realise until I saw his name in The Good Spirit, the school magazine, that it was Treanor. “Once I was like every one of you,” he said.

			Apparently he’d been a pupil at the school. Had he really felt as nervous as I did, and made to feel smaller by everything he encountered? Just then I was preoccupied with how he’d grown to look. His head was a little too large for his body, and tapered from a high broad shiny forehead towards a small triangular chin, aggravating the resemblance to a balloon pumped out of his round collar. “See that you make full use of your years at this school,” he said. “Every one of you is worthy of the Holy Ghost, or you would not be here.”

			Perhaps he didn’t just mean the Eleven-plus, the examination we’d all had to sit to qualify for admission, but he brought it to mind. These days even the assumptions it implied about the children it was testing seem impossibly remote: the decimals and fractions and the other calculations the Arithmetic paper expected us to master before we reached our teens, the parsing of sentences and correction of grammar in general English, the close reading of extracts that Comprehension required, the numerical puzzles and mixed-up sentences that made up General Intelligence and Knowledge, the infrequent opportunities for creativity afforded by Essays and Compositions... Back then I was haunted by a sentence for correction in which I’d failed to see any mistake: The bishop and another fellow then entered the hall. Years later I learned you were supposed to refer to the bishop and another gentleman, a distinction I found finicky even then, but I was still trying to solve the problem as Brother Treanor said “Your years at Holy Ghost will give you gifts for life. One gift is hope. One gift is faith. One gift is truth.”

			In that case I’ve kept just one of them. He had a good deal more to say, though nothing I recall now, before he led the school in prayer. “I believe in God” – I joined in without faltering, since the words of the Apostles’ Creed were so familiar that I hardly heard them. “Viriliter contendere,” he said after the amen, a phrase that persisted in bemusing me when the staff and all the boys apart from our year repeated it at the top of their united voice. “That is our motto,” he informed us, “the first words you will translate in your Latin class. And now you are excused from singing the school song on your first day, but be sure you are all ears. You must know it when we assemble tomorrow.”

			“Come, Holy Spirit, fill our souls

			And keep us straight and true.

			Come fill our minds with faith and truth

			Which both shine forth from You...”

			It had been composed by a former choirmaster at the school, and felt as if the past had found a voice. It referred to striving like a man – the meaning of the Latin motto – and to eagerness for knowledge, and victory on the field, whether at sports or in battle. I did my best to store up every word, though I was diverted by how Brother Treanor marked each beat with an almost imperceptible nod, bobbing his head more than ever like a balloon. Two lines in particular stay with me, and I wonder whether even then I should have noticed some reaction from one member of the staff:

			“We learn from men who went before,

			And are the men to come.”

			A stentorian reprise of the first verse brought the song to an end, and Brother Treanor delivered a last nod. “New boys remain seated while you are assigned,” he said.

			Each year was divided into three classes – Alpha, Beta, Gamma – and we’d had to sit a second test to determine which we would be in. We perched on the bench, whose absence of a back was making my spine ache, while the veteran boys and all the staff except two monks and a lay master filed out of the hall. The master was the tallest of the three, and actually appeared to gain stature as he came down the steps from the stage. “Here are the Alphas,” he said, producing a page from inside his tweed jacket.“Listen for your name.”

			I was afraid Jim and I might be separated, especially when the teacher said “Mr Bailey.” The sentence about the bishop was troubling me, suggesting that I could have done less well than Jim at the Holy Ghost examination. The alphabet snagged on several names that began with Mac or Mc or M before it came anywhere near me, but at last the master said “Mr Sheldrake.” Though I’d started to dislike the sound of my name shorn of the one I identified with, I felt flattered by his way with it. “Here, sir,” I said and stuck my hand up. He stooped in my direction to acknowledge me, just as he had with the others, and at last I recognised him.

			Shouldn’t I have done so earlier? Even now I’m not sure whether it was simply that you often don’t recognise someone when you meet them in a context different from how you first saw them. Having finished off his list with Mr Yates, he gestured us all to stand. “Please follow me, gentlemen,” he said.

			He led the way to the nearest classroom and held the door open while we all filed in to select our desks. I sat next to Jim, though I would have retreated to the back if he hadn’t taken a seat in the middle of the room. The teacher closed the door, shutting out the sound of someone scraping painfully at a violin, and picked up a stick of chalk from the trough at the foot of the blackboard on the wall. “I’m Mr Noble,” he said, writing the name with a series of flourishes over an incomprehensibly blurred trace of an earlier message, and ending with a shrill full stop. “I shall be your form master. Come to me with any problems, gentlemen. Let’s work together to make this a rewarding year for all,” he said, and I felt I was going to like him. I didn’t even think he realised I had watched him push the pram through the graveyard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			A Glimpse in a Field

			Is the resilience of youth a blessing or a curse? I suppose it’s both. Most children accept their life, since it’s the only one they experience for themselves. It took me just a few days to grow used to attending the Holy Ghost, and then with the intolerance of all my years I wondered how my younger self could have had a problem. Once you learned the layout of the school it was entirely manageable and by no means as immense as it had seemed. Within a week the schoolyard was as familiar as my own back garden, and before long the playing field was too. Soon many of the teachers were part of my life as well, and their quirks in  particular.

			Some were harmless, and some we pretended were. Mr Askew lived up to his name, since he’d been shot in the leg at Dunkirk, and introduced himself by telling us “I’m taking you for English” as if he hoped we’d hear a pun. Mr Clement always said “Bon jour, mes amis” and stayed in the language for the first five minutes of each French lesson, timing himself with a gold watch he fished out of his waistcoat. Brother Monrahan clapped his pudgy hands whenever a mathematics problem was solved, urging “Add that up. Five more marks for another easy answer.” Brother Titmuss often said “Pardon the flatulence” when we trooped to the laboratory to be met by a sulphurous stench, but he didn’t welcome any laughter, and his voice would rise to a whinny if anyone botched an experiment. Mr McIntosh would complain “Eheu” several times in the course of every Latin lesson, and would inform us yet again how vital the language was before setting us exercises out of a textbook as a prelude to subsiding into boozy torpor at his desk. For Religious Knowledge we had Brother Mayle, who would drape a languid arm around the shoulders of whichever boy he’d singled out and murmur “If you know your apostles you won’t go wrong.” Sometimes we saw him strolling past the gymnasium, where at the end of the period Mr Jensen delighted in subjecting the class to all the excesses the communal showers could produce. Brother Stimson regularly counselled “Reach for beauty” to his art classes, which Jim and I chose as the alternative to music, but he closed his eyes tight and emitted a stuttering sigh when confronted with most of the results his advice produced. Mr Bushell would cover the blackboard with maps at the start of each geography lesson and stub a blunt finger on some location that whoever he called out would have to identify at once, or else the board and then the boy would be hit with a strap. This was an implement most of the Holy Ghost staff had a use for, though some favoured more eccentric methods: Brother Mayle liked tugging sinners up on tiptoe by a tuft of hair, while if an error roused Mr McIntosh he was liable to thump the offender’s head with the blackboard duster, scattering a dandruff of chalk. Brother Treanor proved to be obsessed with the exact words of the school song, so that if he thought he heard anybody singing “And we’re the men to come” he would make the entire school repeat every verse while he prowled the aisles, strap at the ready. The only man who never used the strap was Mr Noble, which was one reason why Form One Alpha liked him.

			Another was how he talked to us, like young men rather than faintly contemptible inferiors or receptacles to be crammed with unquestioned information. Whenever he was on yard duty he would engage some of us in conversation, not least about ourselves and our families. I was still a little disconcerted by his trait of ducking his upper body towards whoever he was about to address – because it reminded me of my first sight of him, I supposed, although I hadn’t seen him in the cemetery since. We were all fond of his history lessons, which were always engrossing and, when he showed us caricatures of historical figures, amusing too. I thought him audacious for telling us which newspapers printed cartoons of Macmillan and other dignitaries of our time. Not just the pictures but the subjects seemed to make him laugh, an attitude I found excitingly subversive, though I think I wondered if he valued anybody very much. All the same, nobody betrayed any doubts about him until Paul Joyce asked him about the war.

			It would have been late in the year, because the afternoon was already growing dark. Mr Noble’s was the final lesson, preceded by an English class. Whenever he taught Shakespeare Mr Askew spent the last few minutes in performing a soliloquy from memory, limping up and down the classroom with his gown cast over his arm. The gloom lent more conviction to his speech about the dagger, and I could almost have imagined that I saw it leading him into the dark. The school bell blotted out most of his line about the wicked dreams that rose from the dead half of the world, but once the shrilling ceased he recommenced with witchcraft and its sacrifices and continued to the end. “It is a knell that summons thee to heaven, or to hell,” he said, throwing up a hand as though to signify the recent interruption. With him we were never sure if we were meant to laugh, but a few of us risked a titter, and he looked ready to react until Mr Noble loomed on the frosted pane of the classroom door. “Yes, yes,” Mr Askew muttered, limping to let him in. “They’re yours and I wish you joy of them.”

			He snatched the door open so abruptly that Mr Noble’s smile of greeting faltered. For an instant he resembled a boy who’d been caught spying, the way I’d felt at my bedroom window. “Take your time, Mr Askew,” he murmured.

			Perhaps he hadn’t meant to draw attention to his colleague’s disability, but it was clear that Mr Askew didn’t welcome the indulgence. He lurched out of the classroom, only to stumble over the sill. Mr Noble caught his elbow, an action that earned him a scowl the twilight failed to hide. “Q,” Mr Askew said, a thanks so truncated it was pinched to barely a syllable.

			“Do switch the light on, Mr Shea.” Once Henry Shea had done so, Mr Noble gazed at us as though to ascertain how much we’d observed. “Learn to make allowances, gentlemen,” he said. “They’ll help you get on.”

			I couldn’t decide whether he was talking about success or sociability if not both, but Paul Joyce wasn’t concerned with that question. “The Krauts gave it to him, didn’t they, sir?” he said.

			“Let’s leave slang outside the gates, Mr Joyce. But yes, Mr Askew was injured in the last war.”

			“Weren’t you, sir? My dad lost an eye.”

			“As you told me, and I hope you passed on my condolences.”

			“Sir, he said ta very much. He wanted to know where you fought,  sir.”

			“I’m afraid you will have to tell him I didn’t participate.”

			Someone sniffed or drew an expressive breath, and the general silence said quite a lot more, but I wasn’t so sure how I was entitled to feel. While my father had returned intact from the war, he never spoke about it except to thank God more than once that it was over. “Why not?” Joyce said, adding less than swiftly “Sir.”

			“The dead outnumber us by many billions, Mr Joyce. I can see no point in adding to them without a pressing reason.”

			“Sir,” Frank Nolan said, “don’t you think what they were doing to the Jews was one?”

			“We weren’t aware of the camps when I joined up, Mr Nolan.”

			“Sir.” Joyce looked as if someone, possibly himself, had tricked him. “I  thought you said...”

			“My apologies, gentlemen. Always take care with your words. I should have said I didn’t fight. I was with the ambulances. At the front, if anyone would like to know.”

			“What was it like, sir?” Shea among others was eager to hear.

			“I imagine Mr Joyce and his father would say it hardly matters how it was for me.”

			As Joyce looked abashed Shea said “What about the casualties, sir?”

			“Some we patched up and they either came home to their families or went back into the field. And some we could do nothing with. Let me tell you, gentlemen, quite a few wished they weren’t alive.”

			“That’s a sin against the Holy Ghost,” Brian O’Shaughnessy protested. “Isn’t it, sir?”

			“Unless they were ready to see what leaving their bodies could show them.”

			I doubt that any of us found this notion less than odd. Perhaps Nolan meant to bring the discussion back into familiar territory by saying “My dad says there won’t be any more wars.”

			“He has visions of the future, does he? Why does he think that, Mr Nolan?”

			“When everybody’s got the bomb they’ll be too afraid to start a war in case they blow the world up.”

			Something like amusement flickered in the teacher’s large dark eyes and twitched his thin pale lips. “Unless someone does and the dead claim the world.”

			His odd way of thinking silenced us until Joyce said “Those men you were talking about must have helped us win, mustn’t they, sir?”

			“You’d like to think they were of use. I just wish some of them had had the proper rites.”

			Aware of failing to contribute, I blurted “Sir, my dad says if people could see where it happened they wouldn’t want any more wars.”

			“The devastation, I suppose he means. The dead land, except we all know nothing ever really dies.” A gleam had surfaced in the teacher’s eyes. “Thank you for the inspiration, Mr Sheldrake,” he said. “What do the rest of you think?”

			Nobody argued against the idea, and several boys supported it, though I thought some of them might have been anxious to ingratiate themselves with him. “Well then,” Mr Noble said, “what are you saying we should do?”

			While he often encouraged debate like that, I don’t believe any of us had a proposal in mind. It was Jim who said “There are school trips in the holidays, aren’t there, sir?”

			“You’re suggesting visiting the battlefields. I can certainly put it to the headmaster. It’s related to history, after all.”

			I saw Jim was pleased with himself, and at the time I thought I should be, except for a sense that the teacher had directed things somehow – that he’d guided us to a conclusion that was already in his head. The following week he told the class that Brother Treanor had authorised him to organise a tour of sites of both World Wars in France. “I think it’s only right that anybody here who wants to go should take priority,” Mr Noble said, “since it was your idea.”

			In that case, I was provoked to think, I ought to be first in the queue. I wasn’t quite so confident once I heard the price of the trip, and by the time I reached home in the icy twilight I didn’t know if I should even raise the subject. My mother emerged from the kitchen, her chapped hands gloved in soapsuds from using the washboard. “Is something wrong at school?”

			“It’s fine. I am.” Since this only made her widen her eyes by raising her brows while she turned her small mouth downwards, I had to say “Just Mr Noble wants us to go to France for history.”

			“That sounds like a treat.” All the same, or perhaps because of it, she said “You’ll have to ask your father.”

			A few minutes later he and a fierce smell of coffee came home. You caught the aroma if you even walked past the store where he worked, Cooper’s on Church Street downtown. As soon as he’d removed his overcoat and loosened the knot of his tie we had dinner, sprouts and potatoes and a pair of sausages each. We were still at the table, where my parents were smoking after-dinner cigarettes – Du Maurier out of an elegant red box – when my mother said “Dominic wants to ask you something, Desmond.”

			“Mr Noble wants the class to go on a history trip to France.”

			“And what’s the cost of that, son?”

			“It’s a lot,” I said to prepare myself for disappointment. “Fifty guineas.”

			“That’s a bit ferocious,” my father said but didn’t flinch. “Will it help you at school?”

			“It might.” While I didn’t feel justified in making more of a claim, I did add “He’s taking everyone because I told him you thought people ought to go and see.”

			My father glanced at my mother, who met him with a hopeful look, before saying “All right, sign yourself up and let us know what’s needed. There won’t be much to spend our money on for a while yet.”

			I was so excited that I found it hard to sleep that night, and when tiredness overtook me I couldn’t be bothered to leave my bed to see why the dogs along the road were barking. In the morning I was almost too impatient to wait for Jim in case Mr Noble didn’t save us places on the French trip after all. We were at the school and making for the assembly hall when I caught sight of Mr Noble beyond the schoolyard. “Let’s tell him we’ll be going,” I said.

			We were crossing the yard when I realised he wasn’t alone at the edge of the playing field. While his companion was hidden by the wall – one of the smaller boys, presumably – Mr Noble kept stooping towards them. He had his back to us, and I heard him murmuring. We were almost at the wall when I caught some words, which made me falter. “Leave me now,” he was urging. “Go back. Not here.”

			Jim told me later that he heard none of this, which was why he kept on. At the sound of his footsteps Mr Noble reared up, twisting around. I didn’t see his face, because I was distracted by a movement beyond the gap that led onto the field. “Mr Bailey, Mr Sheldrake,” he said more harshly than I’d ever heard him speak. “Why aren’t you in the hall?”

			I was too daunted to respond, but Jim said “Sir, we just wanted to tell you we can go to France.”

			“I’ll be seeing you all in class after lunch,” Mr Noble said on the way to resuming his usual mildness. “No, I shouldn’t rebuke your enthusiasm. You’re the first to join the merry band. I didn’t realise I had an audience, that’s all. I hope you won’t think your form master has a screw loose.” 

			I was beside Jim at the gap by now, and saw that the teacher was by himself. “No, sir,” I thought it best to say.

			“Don’t sound quite so dubious, Mr Sheldrake. Do you know what I was sending packing? Nothing but a dog that took a shine to me on my way here. I can’t see it any more, can you? I expect it’s nearly home. You two head for the hall now and I’ll be along directly.”

			As soon as we were out of earshot I whispered to Jim “What did you see?”

			“Nothing. What did you?”

			“Nothing either,” I said, because the truth wasn’t sufficiently clear to let me say anything else. I supposed I’d seen the shadow of the dog Mr Noble had mentioned, a dark vague shape slithering away across the turf. I assumed there must have been a breeze at ground level beyond the wall, because as the shape darted out of sight, the short grass through which it was passing had stirred, almost too imperceptibly for me to think it had. I glanced back at Mr Noble as we left the yard. He was still in the same place beneath the pale unbroken clouds, and as he ducked forward again I wondered if the dog had strayed back to him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Same Man

			On Christmas Eve my mother sent me to fetch the turkey from the butcher’s. Usually my father bore the prize home, but he was out at work. I managed to feel like the man of the family as far as the corner of our road, where I had to rest the cumbersome lump on an equally frosty garden wall. Carrying it by the handles of the plastic bag only made them dig into my fingers through the gloves my mother insisted I wear, while clutching it in my arms let a chill indistinguishable from an ache seep through my duffle coat and settle on my chest. All the way along our road I had to keep planting my burden on walls, beyond which many of the front rooms exhibited Christmas trees. Although every tree was decorated, very few had lights. They reminded me how Mr Noble had offended Brian O’Shaughnessy by suggesting that the festive trees were older than Christianity – I’d had a sense that the teacher might have said more if he hadn’t been wary of going too far.

			By the time I reached our gate I was pricking with wintry sweat. I had to pin the obdurate bird against my chest while I fumbled with the latch before stumbling along the path to clank the clumsy knocker on its anvil. My mother didn’t hurry to answer the door, but the moment she saw me she speeded up like a comedy film, grabbing the bagful of bird and dashing to the kitchen with it before bustling back to me as I struggled to drag off a glove. “You must be frozen,” she cried. “Come by the fire.”

			She’d lit the one in the front room, where Christmas cards drooped like bunting above the mantelpiece. She moved the fireguard along the hearth and tonged chunks of coal out of the scuttle to drop them into the dull pink heart of the fire. I watched them smoulder and start flaming, and couldn’t help thinking of hell. The fiery version I’d originally been taught was receding into memory, having been supplanted by the vision Mr Noble had proposed when he returned to discussing the war. Paul Joyce had asked him where he thought the villains of the piece had ended up, but I wasn’t sure if the teacher had answered the question. He’d suggested that some people might be condemned to eternal terror, having lost their minds as a result of losing their bodies, a fate that would be worse than any physical hell. In any case, how could flames harm you if you were a disembodied soul? Perhaps those had simply been a way of terrifying the mediaeval faithful with a notion of hell they could grasp. O’Shaughnessy hadn’t liked that much, but I was excited by the questioning of beliefs we’d been encouraged to embrace, though I was wary of telling my parents about it in case they took against the teacher. I was musing on all this when my mother came back from the kitchen, and I guessed from the stains on her apron that she’d been rooting inside the turkey for its giblets. “When you’re ready, Dominic, would you do one more little thing for me?”

			“Shall I get something from the allotment?”

			“You can later if you like, but just run round to Mrs Norris’s. If she’s on her own, ask her over for a mince pie.”

			I retrieved my coat and tugged my gloves on and braved the icy day again, where the emptily blue sky seemed to let the sunlight escape straight back into space. Beyond the point where Bobby’s street met mine at a fork, the road led under the railway bridge to Cherry Lane, where Mrs Norris lived opposite that side of the graveyard. As I made for her house a train raced over the bridge and then across the stone arch at the nearest cemetery entrance. The arch was so deep it was virtually a tunnel, and I heard the iron gates send a tremulous echo into the stony dimness.

			I hadn’t seen Mrs Norris for weeks. The narrow front yard of her little house was filled by three red clay pots of flowers beside the stubby path. I’d thought she cared as much for the flowers as my mother did for her roses, but several were hanging down their heads on withered stems, as if they were ashamed to keep company with the weeds that were invading the circles of earth. Both of the small bay windows were uncurtained now – at least, the middle pane on each floor was clear. I was reaching for the knocker, where I saw greenish spots on the long brass tongue, when the Norris dog started to bark. “What is it now, Winston?” Mrs Norris pleaded somewhere in the house.

			Her tone disconcerted me so much that I tapped TT in Morse on the knocker, a message only Jim and Bobby would have understood. “It’s Dominic,” I called, though my parents disapproved of shouting. 

			Winston’s was the only answer until Mrs Norris inched the door open just wide enough to show her face. It looked drawn into itself, wary of letting out too much. A trace of lipstick had strayed past the left-hand corner of her mouth, and her face was so heavily powdered that tan crumbs had lodged in the furrows of her forehead. “Dominic. You’re a good boy,” she added, though I couldn’t have said why, and stepped back. “You can come in,” she said as if someone had suggested otherwise. “Be quick before he runs off.”

			As I shut the door she reminded Winston who I was, and he gave a yap that sounded more like recognition than the clamour he’d been making. He was a long-haired mastiff, and strands of his grey hair stuck to the jacket and skirt of the blue suit Mrs Norris was wearing. She and the dog and the bicycle her husband used to ride weren’t leaving me much space in the portion of the hall ahead of the stairs, and I had a sense that Mrs Norris wasn’t sure which room to take me in. “Come along, then,” she said as though the indecision was my doing, and led the way into the front room.

			A smoky fire was sputtering behind the sooty fireguard on the tiled hearth. Open cards were pinned like butterflies to most of the wall above the fireplace, and some weren’t Christmas cards but messages of condolence. The room smelled of used cigarettes – several half-smoked broken ones had gathered in an ashtray on a small squat table – and of the dog. His basket nestled against a sofa, half of which was occupied by an open photograph album. “Sit down, don’t be shy,” Mrs Norris said.

			Of course this made me shyer. As she sat beside the album and Winston lay down in his basket I perched on the edge of an armchair, poising myself to escape. “My mum’s made mince pies. She says come and have one.”

			“That’s thoughtful, but I’d better not if you could tell her, Dominic. If I leave the dog he’ll disturb the neighbours.”

			I wondered when he’d started doing that, since I’d often seen her out by herself, not least visiting the cemetery. “I know Mrs Sheldrake doesn’t like dogs in the house,” she said, “and he’ll only let the street know if I leave him outside.”

			“I could take him for a double you eh el kay,” I said so as not to rouse him with the word, “if you like.”
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