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 I had thrown the photos in an old
shoebox years ago, when I was clearing out my parents' house in
Belgium. The box had been shipped over to Australia together with
some delft blue china and a painting of a country lane – all
objects that would feel out of place as soon as I unpacked them
here among the gum trees, but I wanted some keepsakes from my
parents and some mementoes of my youth.

As I lifted the
cardboard lid off the shoebox, the pile of compressed memories
heaved upwards and a black and white rectangle slid off the top and
onto the table. And so life served up a school photo, showing my
grade six class on the granite stairs of the Our Lady of Lourdes
College in the early 60s. There's twenty-three of us, standing next
to the form teacher. We were eleven–year–olds then, still in short
pants, and twenty-two of us have now become old men, slightly
curved, like the photograph.

And oh, the
smiles as we faced the camera. We were obviously relishing the
break from school routine or someone must have cracked a good joke.
Two boys have their arms crossed tightly in front of their chests,
but in the front right, Daniel, the golden boy, stands relaxed, his
arm poised on the shoulder of the bespectacled boy next to him,
fully at ease with a world he would be leaving soon.

 


Daniel seemed
to navigate school life masterfully. Clever enough to have no
academic problems but not so bright as to be deemed bookish. He did
not excel at sports but was sufficiently agile to hold his own. His
charm and good humour made him a born leader.

I think I
envied Daniel in those days – though I also adored him. I would
have wanted to be friends with him and I felt grateful if ever he
bestowed a smile on me. But how could we be friends – I was
clumsiness personified while he was full of grace. I was good at
long distance running, but we only practised that once per term.
And in the weekly basketball game my arms and legs always insisted
on flapping in different directions, and as far away from the ball
as possible. All of this meant that, in the twice–weekly
humiliation ritual of the schoolyard pick, I was generally the last
boy to be chosen. And whenever I ended up on Daniel's team it was
obvious that he did not share my enthusiasm.

 

 


Don't get me
wrong, I also have many fond memories of my years at school. The
history teacher, who had a square beard like King Leopold II, had a
talent for bringing back to life Roman legions and Hannibal's trek
over the ice–capped Alps. Our French teacher also dabbled in Fine
Arts. He helped us explore composition, perspective, the interplay
of light and dark. These were my happiest moments – in class or on
my way to school, when there was no chance of being ridiculed.

I remember
cycling to school through incessant autumn rains under an oilskin
cape with loops that fitted over the handlebars. The drag ruined
your speed but at least the cape kept you dry above the knees – and
we all wore one. In winter the freezing cold bit through our gloves
and fogged up our glasses. Whenever the teacher wanted to give us a
written test in the first period it led to a great clamour and
negotiations about letting us warm up our fingers first so we could
hold a pen.

 


In the autumn
of 1963 Daniel was suddenly absent from class. For a long period.
There was no explanation. The world seemed glum without his spark.
On Sundays my father listened to the opera after lunch. Fat voices
filled the room, dripped off the heavy curtains. At night we
watched the soccer on our grainy black–and–white television set. At
school we whispered about President Kennedy, who had been shot in
Dallas. The weather worsened and we had to wear our capes. Daniel
was still absent, sick, the form teacher told us.

The start of
winter was accompanied by sleet, that thin, icy coating made up of
frozen rain water and snow. It plays havoc with all forms of
traffic, but as a schoolboy I loved it. Sleet marked the beginning
of winter proper, with its brutal, bitter majesty, dispelling the
drab greyness of those interminable sheets of drizzle and rain, and
turning
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