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Lady Winifred Stevenson, 1863


Chapter 1

THEY HAD NEVER run the blockade at night before. The air, already crisp with the moonlight, was sharpened with the scent of barley-stubble—she had sailed so close to land. The sea was a dark green pasture, billowing hither and thither beneath the slightest breeze. She spread her full head of sail and nosed lightly through those shimmering waters, alert for the least sign of the blockade. Somewhere out there Sir Henry Morgan and the Terrible Turk lay in wait for her. And in her hold she carried dangerous cargo—the most dangerous cargo of all: the croquet hoop from the middle lawn.

She held it behind her, concealing it as best she could in the folds of her skirts. Up the rose pergola she stole, hugging the safety of the rock shoals in her right. At the bend by the trellis the harbour mouth came into view. Almost there—almost safe.

Caspar Stevenson, well hidden in the rock shoals of the azaleas, watched his young sister’s childish manoeuvres with angry contempt. She was just a nuisance in this game. ‘Blockade’ demanded cunning, resource and boldness; Abigail brought to it nothing but a brazen sort of stupidity—and the most violent temper in creation.

‘Let her pass! Let her pass!’ he prayed silently toward his brother, Boy (alias Sir Henry Morgan). Once Abigail was safely through to the harbour, the game could be played in earnest.

Boy Stevenson had seen Abigail sneaking along the rose pergola. He waited until he was certain she had dumped her cargo before he challenged. There was a universal conspiracy among the children that Abigail must be allowed to win, for when she lost her tantrums made the game unplayable.

‘Ahoy!’ he called.

Abigail said nothing.

‘You on the port bow!’

Abigail stopped and put her hands on her hips before she remembered to put them back behind her, pretending she was still in cargo. ‘Starboard!’ she said scornfully.

‘Starboard bow.’ Boy accepted the correction.

‘Beam,’ she persevered.

‘Prepare to receive boarders. I’m seizing your cargo.’

Abigail gave a screech of triumph and, raising both empty hands above her head, began a very unshiplike dance on the lawn. ‘Empty! Empty!’ she shrieked and cackled.

‘Then pass, stranger,’ Boy said, turning with relief to resume his patrol.

‘I jettisoned my cargo by the azalea—by the cliff. I’m allowed to return and take it in free.’

Boy saw with horror that the Terrible Turk, otherwise Nick Thornton, had come right up to the pergola and was standing in the shade of the azalea. ‘No, Nick!’ he began. ‘Don’t!’

But it was too late. Nick was already holding the abandoned cargo over his head. ‘Prize!’ he cried. ‘Prize!’ He made two descending notes of it.

Abigail’s shriek of rage made one long rising note. She hurled herself at Nick, bearing him down though he was almost twice her weight. He recovered quickly, leaping back to his feet and beginning to dance in triumph as she had danced moments earlier. ‘Spoilsport! Spoilsport!’ he taunted and laughed.

Abigail’s scream halted every scurrying night creature for a mile around. Boy ran to stop her from attacking Nick; at such moments she had no control of herself. Last year she had nearly bitten off one of Caspar’s fingers; the tip of it still had no feeling or power of movement.

But, unpredictable as ever, Abigail went as silent and calm as the night the moment she saw Boy. ‘It’s mine,’ she said. ‘You challenged and lost. Tell him it’s mine.’

How he wished he could. ‘Sorry, Abbie,’ he said. ‘The rules of Blockade are clear. Jettisoned cargo is in hazard until—’ Abbie began to pant vehemently. ‘You should just have said, “I jettisoned,”’ Boy persisted. ‘You shouldn’t have said where. So Nick was quite within—’

Her howl of anguish, though less fierce than the earlier scream of rage, was broader and more smothering. In its time it had drowned church organs, railway trains, and German bands. Even as it diminished, as she ran away headlong down the pergola, it held the rest of them rooted to the spot.

Only Abigail’s sister Winifred moved. She rose reluctantly from her hiding place between the two clipped box trees and placed herself firmly in the path. The conspiracy was that everyone did their best to let Abbie win, but if the plan came apart, she was not to be allowed to oil off into a tantrum. When Abbie was still a good half dozen yards away, Winifred stepped aside and held out a foot to trip her, knowing well that Abbie was never quite so possessed as to lose all sense of self-interest.

Abigail stopped in time but mimed a greater imbalance than she felt; she glowered at her sister and breathed out great, draughty lungsful of air.

‘Nick’s right—you are a spoilsport,’ Winifred said.

‘I know!’ Abigail shouted defiantly.

‘You spoil every game when you lose.’

‘Of course I do.’

‘We don’t want you out here.’ She could see how fiercely Abbie was fighting her own unruliness. Winifred, pitying as always her young sister’s strength of passion, almost relented. Only a memory of the disasters that had followed so many earlier concessions prevented her. ‘Go to bed,’ she said sharply. ‘Bed’s the place for babies.’

Abigail stalked off into the dark shadow of the house, howling a great baleful sound. Before she went in by the garden door the howls ceased and her voice rang out of the dark. ‘I can’t help being born after all you!’

She slammed the door so hard the glass shattered and fell in ringing sherds to the flagstone pathway.

There was a silence. Then Nick said: ‘An impressive temper!’

‘We ought to make her come back and play properly,’ said Winifred. ‘But it would spoil it for you people.’

From across the garden came Caspar’s shout: ‘Start the blockade again!’ He had worked his way stealthily back through the shrubbery and up the west pergola so that his shout would reveal none of his tactics for running the blockade.

Within moments Abigail’s outburst was forgotten, and five legitimate frigates were seeking again to outwit the two pirates and reach the safety of the harbour.

Caspar was not the only one to have watched these events secretly and at close quarters. The ‘harbour’ was, in fact, a medieval watchtower at one corner of the garden, for the Old Manor had once been well fortified. And on top of the tower, enjoying an evening cigar, stood John Stevenson and Walter Thornton, fathers of the two families whose older members were at play below.

‘Such energy!’ John said.

Walter, standing beside him, leaning on the rusted iron rail that ran along the parapet at the top of the tower, looked down at the unsuspecting children below, and drew a sharp breath in agreement. John stirred and stretched.

‘How do we channel all that energy, eh?’ he asked. ‘They’d wreck the world if we let them.’

Walter looked at him in surprise. ‘Channel it?’

John was equally surprised at Walter’s response. ‘Of course. It’s our duty.’

‘Oooh …’ Walter sounded dubious. ‘I think that’s a fallacy.’

‘You do surprise me.’

‘If a youngster knows what he wants, and it’s not something criminal or harmful, I’d say a parent’s duty begins and ends with paving the way for him. Only if a child is aimless, surely, do we intervene more purposefully. Otherwise we’re just playing God.’

His conviction obviously worried John. ‘Do you really think so?’ he asked.

Walter laughed. ‘An easy thing to do from the Olympian heights of this tower, mind you.’

‘You have me worried now, Thornton,’ John said, ignoring Walter’s lightheartedness. ‘No one did any directing for me, it’s true. But then I started at the bottom. All directions led upward, I suppose … Here’s the nub of it now: My children are less free than yours. Young John will take over the business, of course, he’ll have to. But the others must take up more respectable professions.’ His laugh was so brief that Walter could not tell whether it was humorous or bitter. John went on: ‘This family cannot flout Society forever. If anyone is “playing God,” as you put it, then it’s Society, not I.’

Without waiting for Walter to reply he leaned over the parapet, cupped his hands to his mouth, and called ‘Bed!’ to the children below.

Boy and Winifred looked up in astonishment; none of them had known the two fathers were at the top of the tower.

‘Have you been up there all along?’ Nicholas asked.

‘We have,’ Walter told him.

‘Bed,’ John repeated.

Some of the younger ones began to protest.

‘Silence, sir!’ Walter called. ‘Do as you are bid at once.’ But his eyes were not on any child of his own; they were on Caspar, now clearly visible in the moonlight. Such hate! And in one so young!

Caspar, trembling with passion, held the croquet mallet—his cargo—before him and snapped the handle in two. He narrowly avoided putting out his own eye with the splintered end. Then he, too, turned and headed for the garden door.

‘You might have let them finish,’ Walter said.

John, unwilling to face the truth of it, turned sideways and went over to the outer rampart.

‘Good night, Uncle Walter. Good night, Father,’ Caspar called when he reached the door. His voice was now calm, even moderate. The other children joined in and John’s guilt was drowned in a chorus of farewells.

‘Didn’t you notice Caspar in the shrubbery?’ Walter asked. ‘He was almost to safety.’

‘It was but a game,’ John said. ‘And Caspar’s anger is only a spark. He just hates being thwarted.’ He looked at the clearing sky. ‘It will grow even colder soon. We could have a frost.’ He only half offered this as a reason for having cheated Caspar of his prize.

The clouds above, which had allowed the moon to peer fitfully down, were now breaking into ragged whisps. The whole eastern half of the sky was clear and all the land beneath was soaked in the cold moonlight. Silver-blue trees and hedgerows thrust up from shadows of deepest purple. The two men stood as it were in an arbour, canopied with thin cloud that muted the contrasts of light and shade. They watched the carpet of cold light come sidling toward them over the fields and hollows. Now that the children had gone, the night silence was intense.

‘You were talking about Society,’ Walter reminded John.

‘Aye. We have little to do with it, of course. Work. The estates. Nora’s own businesses …’

‘Quite,’ Walter said.

‘And if the purpose of life is to be useful, to serve God and one’s country, to be a good steward of—all that is entrusted to you—and so forth …’

‘Quite,’ Walter said again.

‘Mind you, Nora does hunt. She has friends there. Lord Wyatt. Lord David Hardwick. The Marquis of Whitesands. But they are friends. And that is very different from the broad and shallow set of mere acquaintances we call Society.’

Walter realized he could not say ‘quite’ yet again.

‘No,’ John continued, ‘Society and we …’ He could not seem to finish the sentence.

‘Are you trying to say that people are snubbing you?’

‘Oh, all the time. Lord Middleton’s’—he pointed north, for the Middleton Hunt Kennels were just a few miles away over the brow of the hill—‘still blackballs our application regularly. Oh yes, we’re being cut all the time. But we expect that. Anyone who starts with nothing and becomes very rich must expect that.’

‘Then what worries you? Something is obviously worrying you.’

‘In a word, Nora.’

‘It would hurt her, of course, more than—’

‘Hurt!’ John laughed despairingly. ‘She isn’t even aware of it.’

‘Oh, come!’

‘Well …’ he conceded. ‘Yes, she is. She is aware of it. But she thinks that those who cut us are not even worth our contempt.’

‘Perhaps she’s right.’

‘For us. Yes, of course she is. We don’t give a fig for it all. But what about our children? Society can be most vindictive. Society has an elephant’s memory. Is it fair to our children? The boys especially?’

‘Come, I’m sure you exaggerate. But look, why not send them away to school, so that they can build their own acquaintance early?’

John nodded and smiled. There was a hint of triumph in his eyes, as if he thought he had led Walter step by step to this conclusion. ‘That is precisely what I have arranged.’

‘Ah! And Mrs. Stevenson, I take it, is not enthusiastic?’

John cleared his throat. ‘She does not yet know.’

Walter drew in a sharp breath but said nothing. At last he understood John’s fretful preoccupation.

‘I’ve had so little time,’ John explained. ‘You and I are off to the Crimea next week. You know how much organizing that has demanded. There was so little time left for … ordinary things.’

‘My dear fellow, you don’t need to justify yourself to me!’ Walter said. ‘How long has it been arranged?’

‘Some weeks.’

‘And Mrs. Stevenson has no idea?’

John shook his head glumly.

Walter whistled. ‘Then I do not envy you!’ he said.


Chapter 2

JOHN HAD CONVEYED only the most superficial parts of his fears to Walter—and even that had been hard enough to put into words. His deepest worry was not that he had made such important arrangements behind Nora’s back, it was how to explain the whole business to her without wounding her acutely.

The problem was that Nora saw herself not as a ragamuffin grown rich but as a member of the ancient aristocracy restored to a rightful inheritance. True, her father had been no more than a handloom weaver. But her grandfather had been a yeoman farmer and her great-grandfather had been gentry—the squire of Normanton, no less. (Sometimes, to shorten the period of her family’s decline, she claimed this rank for her grandfather, omitting the ‘great.’) More recently she had set some genealogical sleuths to work and discovered (as who could not discover by going far enough back?) earls and marquises on one side or other of her family’s bedsheets.

In short, Nora’s contempt for Society’s ways was not the sour grapes of the excluded parvenu; it was the amused disdain of the old aristocracy. She did not realize that her membership in that ancient and exclusive set was conceded by herself alone. Her hunting-field friendship with Lord Wyatt, Lord David Hardwick, and company merely fostered the illusion. It never occurred to her for one moment that Society saw things quite the other way around.

But Society did. To all her neighbours, to all who returned her visits with a single card handed in by a footman, to all whose ‘middle class’ conventions (her words) she flouted with an aristocratic directness that was now going out of fashion even among aristocrats—to all these, to Society, she was a parvenu. She might have the money, the friends, and the panache to carry it off, to force a grudging tolerance of her ways, but in the long run Society was both implacable and invincible. The children would pay the ransom for their mother’s victories. Only if the boys got away to a good school now, where they might form those lifelong childhood friendships on which all later access to Society would depend, only then might they escape those penalties.

Now how was John to explain as much to Nora without wounding, perhaps fatally, that sense of self which sustained her blindness through every social encounter? How could he tell her that only by accepting Society’s estimation of her as an ex-slut could she prepare the way for her children’s acceptance?

Until this night it had been easy to pretend that the problem was remote. The recent dreadful news from the Crimea had crowded out all other thoughts. As soon as word had come through that the army was hopelessly bogged down at Sebastopol and that it could barely be supplied from Balaclava harbour, eight miles to the south over roads axle-deep in mud, John had volunteered his best navvy gangs and his own services to build a light supply railway from the port to the siege lines—an offer the government had gratefully accepted. The necessary organization had filled his days since then: seven steam vessels and two in sail, totalling nearly five and a half thousand tons, laden with nearly two thousand tons of rail, six thousand wooden ties to hold them, and about three thousand tons of other material (fixed engines, cranes, piledrivers, trucks, wagons, barrows, blocks, chainfalls, wire rope, capstans, crabs, sawing machines, forges) all to be distributed in such a way that even the loss of three vessels at sea would not endanger the venture—all this had occupied his time. On top of that there were the five hundred navvies and overseers to select, issue with kit, to victual, to provide with clerks and surgeons … Oh, these last few weeks John had found little time to worry about the future social acceptability of his children!

In the rush of things it had seemed easy and logical enough to arrange, almost in passing, for Young John and Caspar to go away to school. And in the press of all that organization it had been easy, too, to let each ‘right moment’ for telling Nora slip away, one by one; and now there were no such moments left. The Crimean venture was organized; they’d see the ships off the next week and then he and Walter would go overland to Naples, and thence by ship to Balaclava, gaining ten days for the survey. There was nothing now to prevent him from telling Nora—except that all the right moments had been squandered.

‘Nora, there’s something I forgot to tell you …’ ‘Eay, love! I don’t know how it slipped me mind, but …’ ‘Didn’t I tell you? I’m sure I did. I could have sworn …’

Oh dear, oh dear! He lay in bed listening to her moving around in her boudoir, waiting for her to come and join him.

* * *

Seen through the aura of the lamp she held before her, John was no more than a blur on the white of the pillow. His eyes, following her movement, gleamed back a pale fire borrowed from the lamp. It gave him the appearance of a wary night creature. When she put the lamp on her bedside table and drew back the curtain, the light fell squarely on him. How ill he looked!

He had worked too hard these last weeks. She ought to have paid more attention to him. She ought to have insisted that one of his deputies should do the organizing if John himself was to take charge of the actual work in the Crimea. She knew how he’d throw his heart and stomach into the job once he arrived.

Yet she knew, too, that all this blaming of herself was idle. John looked on this Crimean venture as his personal sacrifice for England—a return for all that England had given him. How, then, could he spare himself?

‘If you’re not more careful of yourself, you’ll wake up dead one morning soon,’ she said as she climbed in beside him.

He pulled a face. ‘I’ll rest a day or two now. Thornton’s a tonic. I’d not feel half so happy with any other engineer.’

He was still full of tension, belying the promise of these words.

‘You need a month’s rest, against what you’re going to do.’

‘I’ll try and get it,’ he promised, ‘tomorrow and Sunday.’

She turned down the wick and extinguished the light. For a while they lay side by side until the immediate dark turned pale in the moonlight. She listened to his breathing. He drew breath easily enough but he held it for a second or two before letting it out. He always did that on the nights when worry chased sleep away.

Why tonight? Was he telling the truth when he said that all the organizing was done? She thought she knew how to relax him then. She propped herself on one elbow and began to run the fingers of her other hand through his hair, avoiding the thinner parts, where it annoyed him to be touched.

He closed his eyes and smiled. ‘Hmmmm!’ he murmured.

She kissed him, gently at first, then with passion. Having intended only to soothe him, she found she was arousing herself. She dug her kneecaps into his thighs and induced an experimental shiver. ‘Do I take this nightdress off all by myself?’ she asked.

He continued to smile. ‘Hmmmm!’ This time there was an edge of complaint.

‘Oh, aren’t I a terrible woman?’ she mocked. ‘Forcing the poor fellow!’

‘’T will do you no good,’ he warned in a tired whisper.

She snaked a hand down to the hem of his nightshirt, then up his thighs. More hair there than on the top of his head.

He was limp. ‘See?’ he said. ‘Gone away.’

She smothered his words with her lips and pushed her tongue onto his. ‘See!’ she whispered, moments later. ‘Welcome back!’

Soon she was drowning in goosedown as his weight bore upon her with that marvellous thrust and pull that was John and only John—and herself and only herself. It was not the greatest love they had ever made, but it was still stupendous. After fifteen years of an often stormy marriage, after eight children, and after such a weary month as this had been, it was miraculous.

But it failed of its original purpose—to relax him into sleep. She awoke—was it hours or only moments later?—to hear that same check in his breathing; and she knew he was trying to lie especially still, trying not to disturb her. His very effort had awakened her, for she could sleep on through all his natural restlessness.

‘What is it?’ she asked. The words rasped as they cleared her throat.

He sat half up and began to caress her arm; accidentally his knuckle kneaded her breast. ‘Don’t get me going again,’ she warned lightly. ‘I’ll show no mercy.’

He lay back then, absolved.

‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Can’t you tell me?’

She saw his lips vanish into his mouth. His eyes trembled, so tightly did he hold them shut.

‘I have to tell you,’ he said. ‘I’m weeks late as it is.’

She almost laughed. The unintended metaphor of the failed menstrual period was so incongruously forced into her mind that his real meaning did not at once strike her. When it did, the edge had gone off the fear it induced.

‘When I went to Carlisle last month, I stopped off on the way back and went to Fiennes—’

‘What’s that mean—“going to fines”?’

‘No, Fiennes,’ he said. ‘The school. It’s spelled f, i, e, n, n, e, s but pronounced “fines.” I went there, to Fiennes.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Up in one of the dales, near Langstroth. Just on the southern slope of Whernside. It’s very remote. But I think it would suit Young John and Caspar very well.’

‘I disagree,’ she said flatly. ‘Another Dotheboys Hall!’

‘Not at all. It is a first-rate public school. New headmaster, Dr. Brockman, who was an assistant at Rugby. Excellent man. Keen as mustard. And there’s a fine military tradition there.’

‘Fine for the middle classes,’ she agreed. ‘But our boys hardly need it. We can buy them better tutoring than any school can give.’

John was already shaking his head. He was not listening. She had to fight down her anger. ‘But we can!’ she insisted. ‘And then Young John will go into the business. We can buy Caspar any commission he wants in any regiment he names. We can buy Clement his indentures or whatever he wants to do. It’s the same for all the children: We can launch them better than any of these middle-class manufactories. Gents made wholesale from tradesmen’s sons, indeed!’

‘Before you say any more, Nora, you had better know I have entered them. As soon as they are out of quarantine next week they will go.’

For a moment she lay frozen, not believing, yet knowing it to be true. It was true that John had taken this most important decision without consulting her. It was true that he now presented her with it, fait accompli. She knew these things to be true from his very tone. Yet still she could not believe it.

He had made himself a stranger. He had made her a stranger to him. When time began to move she flung herself on her side, turning her back to him and pulling the eiderdown up over her head. She wished she could sleep. Or scream. She wished for any violent release from this terrible cold bitterness that now filled her.

He pulled away the eiderdown, enough to reveal her ear.

‘I meant to tell you straight away but then I got called to the War Office. And then this measles quarantine somehow made it less urgent. And then—well, you know what these last weeks have been.’

Her voice, even to her, sounded remote, straight down from the North Pole. ‘If you had returned immediately and told me, do you think it would have been different? The delay is nothing. What hurts is that you decided without me.’

‘We have discussed it often enough.’

‘Indeed. So you knew how I feel about tarring our children with the middle-class brush.’

He chuckled. But there was a special note to it, one that was never there when his amusement was genuine. ‘You’ll make a grand old lady!’ he said.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked gruffly, annoyed with herself that she could not help taking such obvious bait.

‘I mean there are certain ways of treating Society that only eccentric elderly viragos can carry off.’

She had no idea what he was talking about. She resettled herself and sighed. ‘I must assume you are very tired,’ she said.

‘In time you will see that the boys will benefit by going away to school.’

‘Hm!’

‘I promise you will.’

‘I thought our marriage implied an unspoken promise, at least, that such things would not be settled as you have settled them.’

‘Oh come, Nora! We should not be quarrelling. I’m off to the Crimea on Monday.’

She burst into tears then; but not at the thought he was trying to implant—the thought that he might die out there (though the truth of it only deepened her misery). It was his crude attempt to manipulate her into acquiescence, first with that nonsense about viragos and now with this reminder. She was wounded too deeply to fathom him—that he could think she would not notice his blatant engineering of her emotions and, worse, that he thought she might respond to it.

She lay long awake that night and would not be comforted.


Chapter 3

THE TIDE HAD turned and was now visibly rising. The Thames, after some choppy confusion, was flowing ‘upstream’ again, flooding the banks of grey mud. Here and there the mud, cracked and glistening like wet elephant hide, clutched at the hulks of abandoned boats. Some were reduced to mere ribs, festooned with estuary weed; others seemed from a distance to be still seaworthy.

‘Papa, why don’t you take some of your men and make those ships float again?’ Boy asked.

‘Yes!’ Caspar agreed eagerly. ‘Then we could have our own ship!’

John laughed. ‘You may be sure,’ he said, ‘that if anything could get those wrecks to float again, there’s enough skill on either bank of this river to take them to China and back.’

‘But there may be useful things still on them.’ Caspar was unwilling to let go his dream.

John tousled his hair. ‘They didn’t last a single low tide. Believe me—anything a strong man and a crowbar could shift has gone long ago.’ He pointed at the flocks of birds, wheeling and screaming. ‘They belong to the seagulls now.’

One of the officers from the leading ship of the Crimean party came out to join them on the wooden gangwalk that ran around the warehouse at their back. ‘Your men are almost assembled, sir,’ he said.

‘Couple of minutes more?’

The officer laughed. ‘Aye, it is fresher out here. They seem a rough lot. I hope you’ll manage to caution them to good behaviour on the voyage, sir.’

For a while the two men, towering over the boys, looked down at the temporary rivers and streamlets between the sodden banks of mud. The northwest wind cast shivering nets of ripples over the water.

‘Have you been to the Crimea before?’ John asked the officer.

‘Not on the Mohawk. I was on the Vectis when we carried stores to Balaclava.’

‘What is it really like out there?’

‘You feel no danger in the port, but the muddle is terrible. It’s a disgrace beyond my power of description, sir. If your railway moves those mountains out of Balaclava and gets the stuff where it’s really wanted, you’ll do a lot to win this war.’

John smiled at him gratefully. ‘That is exactly what I shall tell my men. As to their behaviour, you need have no fear there.’

They went inside then. John pointed to Walter and gave the two boys a push in his direction. After the cold air on the balcony the heat in the warehouse and the stink of men hit them like a wall; it almost pushed John physically off balance. While he recovered he looked down from the improvised rostrum—a large hatch cover balanced on four sacks—and surveyed his navvies. He could understand the officer’s alarm. A railway navvy was a man of legendary strength and violence. It took a year for even the best farm worker or building labourer to put on enough muscle to match the navvies; but the violence that had made them the scourge of the countryside in the early days of the railways had now become quite rare, thanks to the steady work and orderly conditions provided by the big contractors like Brassey and Peto—and, to be sure, by John himself. Even so, five hundred of those huge-muscled, self-reliant titans made an awesome assembly. Even John, who moved among them every day, felt it; and if he had just put his hand to the controls of the biggest leviathan steam engine in the world, he would not feel master of a power half so great as this.

‘How many of ye,’ he shouted, ‘began on the London – Birmingham line?’

There was a puzzled stir. It was not the way they expected him to start. In the gloom he saw only a few dozen hands raised up.

‘Thirty or forty. And the rest of you younger, I’ll be bound. Eighteen years is a lifetime in this trade. The reason I ask is because that’s where I began, on the London – Birmingham. I made the running at Camden up cuttings that would test the strongest of us still. I near lost a leg on the banks at Tring. I carried the remains of four good men out of Kilsby Tunnel in sacks.’

The silence was now absolute. There was no other audience in the world to whom he could talk in such direct shorthand and who would instantly grasp his meaning. Boy and Caspar were thrilled. They loved all his tales of navvy days.

‘Aye. There’s things about the navvying life that folk outside will never fathom.’ A murmur of agreement began to rise. He grinned. ‘Do ye remember how they feared us? There’s folk who still hush their young ones with threats of navvies. Ye’d think we were hordes of Tartars. Yet what did we do? We fired a few hedges. We invited the farmers’ geese to an early supper.’ They began to laugh.

‘We maybe bloodied a nose or two and broke the odd window. And we left behind a few spare feet for baby boots.’

He let the laughter rise and die. ‘It was little enough to fear us for. Yet if they had known what we were really about, they would have both feared and marvelled.’ His raised finger and glinting eyes, darting this way and that over the crowd, promised a rich secret.

‘For what have we really done? I’ll tell you: We’ve left behind us a land enriched beyond dreams. We’ve changed the face of this world! Yes, you, and you, and you—you’ve done it. D’ye remember that time when a bale of raw American cotton in Liverpool docks was sent to Manchester and was back in Liverpool the very next day as woven cloth ready to export? Our metals made that possible. We’ve given a new bloodstream to civilization. We’ve made our mark on the face of time! We did that.

‘But have ye ever stopped to wonder why us? Why not the Germans, eh? Or the French? Why not the Dutch? Why not the cowardly Russians even? Why us, the English? And by English I mean Irish and Scotch and Welshmen, too. Why?’ He lowered his voice and leaned toward them. ‘Because we’re free. The Europeans stumble from revolution to tyranny and back. The Russian serf dares not call his soul his own; he must slay and be slain without even asking the cause. There’s no strength in that. One free man will face down a dozen of them. Free men like us. Free Englishmen, volunteers every man, at full liberty to go or stay as we please. And just at this minute it pleases us mightily to go and fight the barbarian.’ They cheered at that.

‘So! We who changed the face of England now have it within our power to change the course of history. When we’ve done our task it will be possible for a Russian to die at nightfall, his heart pierced by a bullet that less than twelve hours earlier lay in the hold of a vessel on the Black Sea. We did it with cotton; now we’ll do it with bullets and guns. It’s never been done before. In the long tide of human conflict no army has had such service behind it as we shall now provide. Think of it, my friends—just five hundred of us, and we are going to make history. Look around you and feel the pride of it. And now let the Russians tremble, for they’ve cause enough!’

His ending was as abrupt as his beginning had been; it, too, took them unawares. Silently their minds repeated his closing words and then the thought gripped them and they shivered the rafters with their cheers. He stood above them, arms folded, smiling back to give them a focus. Then, while their cheers rang on he jumped lightly down and joined Walter Thornton and the ship’s officers.

‘Capital speech,’ Walter said.

Caspar and Boy basked in the glory of belonging to such a father.

‘Those sailing from Tilbury had better march down to the ferry now,’ the senior officer said.

‘They’ll regroup outside,’ Walter told him. ‘It’s all in hand.’ His shortness suggested to John that he’d already crossed swords with this officer. Both Walter and John felt extremely protective of their men and wanted it clear from the outset that this was no military expedition and their men were under no kind of military discipline.

No one who saw them strolling and larking through the streets on their way to the jetties could possibly mistake them for any sort of a military crowd, however. They carried Boy and Caspar shoulder high, passing them from man to man, cheering and whooping every near fall.

‘I was rather hoping you’d say something about the need for good order and discipline on the voyage out, Mr. Stevenson,’ the officer said. ‘Idle hands, you know. Trying time. On an emigrant ship you can starve them and keep their spirit low. Hardly do that here. Wish you’d said something.’

John smiled. ‘I think you’ll find I did.’

The officer raised his eyebrows and looked at the motley gangs of men streaming down the road. ‘You know them, of course,’ he conceded.

‘None better,’ Walter said. ‘A hint from John Stevenson is an iron law to any man who works for him. They’ll give no trouble.’

The two boys went on with the party for Tilbury, across the river, where John and Walter would join them later after seeing the Gravesend party, this side of the river, safely embarked.

The dock whores were being turned off the boats as the navvies went on board. Their departure raised boos and cries of mock agony from the navvies. Impossible offers and wild promises were shouted between the two groups, the departing women and the arriving men. Then one of the navvies, nicknamed Harvest Hog, a strapping young fellow with fair, curly hair poking out all around the rim of his moleskin hat, shouted: ‘Give us one last look at old mossyface!’

His half-taunt, half-plea was directed at the youngest and least ugly of the women.

‘Ye gods, she will, too!’ Walter said. He and John were still on the quayside, with the women between them and the boat.

Walter was right. Giggling, the young girl lifted high her skirts and turned to face the ship. Several others, also laughing, copied her action. Finally all the women stood facing the men, holding up their skirts and waving the dirty lace they clutched in their hands. It was an unedifying display of frowsty thighs and poxed and pickled carrion, but it brought a vast cheer from the men on the decks. The cheer fetched the captain above. As soon as the women saw him they dropped their skirts and ran.

A few desultory boos arose but John’s upheld hand prevented them from becoming general. Moments later it was over for everyone except Walter; he stood watching the women dwindle to mere dots of colour near the dock gates. The lust in his eyes was frank and joyful. John wondered how long he could continue to extract any delight from those diminutive images, horrendous even at close quarters. Lovingly Walter watched them until the very last had vanished, draining his illusions to the dregs.

‘There’s still time,’ John teased.

Walter’s eyes even now raked the air that had held the women. ‘The femal gender,’ he said tonelessly. ‘I hate ’em.’ He laughed explosively.

‘Hate?’ John asked.

‘Yes. You could waste all twenty-four hours of the day thinking about them. Don’t you think?’

John merely smiled.

‘No, but don’t you think?’ Walter persisted; his foxy eyes glistened in his full-bearded face. He squeezed John’s arm, compelling an answer.

‘To each his own,’ John said ambiguously.

‘Ooh hoo hoo!’ Walter made a pantomime of his disbelief. ‘Old dullard!’ His eyes were still searching the docks, as if they hoped the women might suddenly materialize out of the air.

‘Have you thought about death at all?’ John asked.

Walter giggled. When he saw John’s unsmiling face, he laughed. And when John finally did smile, there was no humour in it. Then Walter’s laugh ran out of zest and, for the first time, it was borne in upon him that they were headed for a theatre of war.


Chapter 4

NORA MADE HER peace with John. Or, she wondered, had he made it with her? At all events a peace of sorts had been declared between them before, as an end-of-quarantine treat, he had taken the boys south to see his ships steam and sail for the Crimea. Hurt though she was, it would have been unthinkable to let him go on such a mission with bad blood between them. Nevertheless he was in no doubt that her acceptance of the fait accompli was very conditional. As far as she was concerned, this school—Fiennes or whatever it called itself—was on trial.

Her first instinct had been to take Caspar and Boy all the way there in her own carriage. Not that she thought they needed mothering; they were well used to go travelling alone by train. But she wanted to see the place for herself. John had been so vague on all matters of the boys’ accommodation and the arrangements for their ablutions, laundry, sickness, playing facilities, and so on, she suspected he had never even asked about such details. It was so like him. With every new railway contract he or his deputies took assiduous care to ensure that conditions for the navvies would be (in her view, as the firm’s comptroller) palatial; but for himself he took no thought. He’d sleep in barns and wash in cattle troughs or drinking fountains if need be. So, naturally, he’d extend the same carelessness to his oldest boys.

All he had been able to say was that Dr. Brockman believed every boy in the school was due the same care and attention as was traditionally allowed only to the most gifted. That idea was revolutionary enough in itself to blunt the edge of Nora’s anger and to prick her curiosity. And that was another reason for her wanting to go with them to Fiennes.

But John’s protest, coupled with the urgent pleas of the two boys themselves, convinced her that she should, however reluctantly, let her children arrive at school like all the other boys, unaccompanied. She compromised by going with them as far as Leeds, where she went east to York while they went west to Ingleton. The York train went first. The Stevenson private railcoach had been hitched to the end of it, so she could stand on the little rear balcony and wave until the curve cut off her view.

‘See you at Christmas!’ she shouted, not even sure they were still in earshot.

How small they looked—twelve years old and eleven! It seemed ridiculous to be sending such tiny things away to that remote, unknown, and no doubt fiercely spartan place. Many times over the days that followed she had to fight back an impulse to get into her coach and drive the eighty-odd miles that now separated them. And their meagre letters (‘Today it is raining … yesterday I got beaten for talking … tomorrow the two halves of our school play football. It is great fun …’) were no guide at all to what was really happening.

There were the odd moments over those same weeks when neither Boy nor Caspar would have protested her arrival; indeed, quite the reverse. But they suffered no premonition of those fleeting instants of homesickness as they stood and waved her train goodbye; in fact, they could barely contain their impatience until it was out of sight.

‘Come on,’ Caspar said. ‘If we change our first-class for third we can save about nine bob each, I should think!’

In fact it saved them ten shillings each.

‘Nick says that at Winchester the school grub’s not enough to keep a sparrow alive, so if Fiennes is the same, we’ll need the extra,’ Boy said. He was annoyed that he hadn’t thought of selling their tickets.

‘Don’t let on to our father we’ve done this,’ Caspar told the ticket clerk. ‘Or our mother.’

The man grinned.

‘Why put the idea into his head?’ Boy asked crossly as they walked away.

‘You know how Papa and Mama talk to everybody in railways.’

Already ‘Papa’ and ‘Mama’ sounded like strangers. They had no place in this new, third-class world.

In the open wagon you could put your trunk against the front siding and huddle in its partial shelter against the rushing wind. There, too, the shower of soot and cinders was least. Unfortunately the snow, which began to fall before they were even halfway, seemed to obey a different aerodynamic rule; it curled around in a windy eddy and struck upward at them, reaching into the legs of their breeches and around the turned-up collars of their coats.

From Skipton to Hellifield they sang and stamped their boots and cracked jokes with the cattledrovers and stall women from Skipton market. But as they climbed higher into the Pennines, into a world that grew whiter and colder by the minute, their good spirits died and they huddled their chill flesh into smaller and yet smaller knots and they thought of the footwarmers in the first-class coaches, and the soft plush seats of the first-class coaches, and the oil lamps and curtained windows of the first-class coaches, and wondered that such a paradise could be had for a mere ten shillings. Only their pride—the sense that they were both already on trial—kept them from confessing it to each other.

From Giggleswick to Ingleton they felt it was a miracle simply to survive from each dee-da, dee-da of the wheels on the rails to the next. When the train stopped, Caspar was frozen to whimpering and Boy was on the verge of joining him. They could barely move their legs, much less tug their heavy boxes to the gate in the side of the truck. John barked his shin in getting down and was surprised to feel nothing.

‘Bless me, are you the Stevenson boys?’ A stout coachman in half a ton of clothing came waddling down the platform. The fact that they were the only boys to get off the train was answer enough to him. ‘Happen ye’ll dress for it next time,’ he said. ‘We’re not your London tropics here, see thee.’

‘Nay, we’re from these parts,’ Boy told him, using a Yorkshire intonation but not the full dialect.

‘Then thou ’ast no more gawm than Old Man Fuzzack,’ the coachman said, grinning with all the superiority of righteous contempt. He gave a brief, piercing whistle and his horse raised its head from its nosebag and ambled down the platform, pulling a small carriage behind it. The coachman still grinned at them, the grin of a man whose world constantly rearranged itself to his convenience.

‘Dr. Brockman’s very own equipage,’ he said. ‘A rare enough honour. Allow me to introduce myself: Percy Oldroyd, known as Purse. Coachman, gardener, gasworks stoker, rodder of drains, ratcatcher, kitemender, breeder of fighting cocks, cistern unfreezer, ratcatcher—did I say that?—drink fetcher (at a price) and bet placer (ditto ditto), leaf burner, hider of disasters, fire fighter …’ The list petered out; he had been speaking merely to fill the air while he loaded their trunks onto the carriage. ‘And just this minute,’ he added, throwing wide his arms and sweeping them beside him down the platform toward a tavern at the station gate, ‘reviver of two cold tykes who think they’ve seen and felt the worst of the Yorkshire dales. But have they? Have they? They have not!’

An hour later, mildly drunk and very warm, they came out of the tavern, pulled the blankets from the horse and, huddling in their warmth, climbed up one on each side of Purse. Their revival had cost him nothing; each of their ten shillings had shrunk to nine. But they felt wonderful. It was a true privilege to buy the drinks for a splendid fellow like Purse.

There was a sharp climb out of Ingleton; they all got off and walked to lighten the load on the horse, who, even then, barely managed it. Over three hundred feet they climbed in less than a mile. It was a transition from the sheltered, tree-lined streets of the dale to the moaning winds on the old Roman road below Raven Scar. They climbed back beside Purse and looked around, in the fast-fading light, at a landscape as bleak as any they had ever seen. To their right, southward, reared Ingleborough summit, its vast gritstone cap perched on deeply fissured cliffs of weathered limestone—a dirty-coloured mass in a white world. A mile or so farther on, with the day almost done, they came to the crest of a shallow ridge that ran across the valley, cut only by the waters of Winterscales Beck. Before them and to their left the land sloped away, treeless and desolate, until it rose once more to the massive coffin shape of Whernside, some three miles away.

‘There’s the school,’ Purse said.

Without the aid of his pointing whip they would not have noticed the gaunt pile of stone huddled in the snows to the south of Whernside; it was a mere darkening of the deep lilac grey with which the late twilight painted the distance. Under these snows the only prominent feature of the moors was the network of drystone walls that ran up and over the mountains. Where the walls came to a ‘scar’—a small limestone cliff, deeply etched by wind and rain—they would halt at its foot and run onward and upward from its head. They were black and angular, like straight-run cracks in white porcelain. With the coming of night the lights of the town of Langstroth began to twinkle.

It was a landscape that its makers, the serfs of Yorkshire’s great medieval abbeys, would have recognized in almost every detail. Since their time, little had changed.

As they went, Purse told them something of its mysteries—of streams that vanished into gaping ghylls, some so small you could slide down into them before you saw them, others large enough to swallow a village; of clints, vast stretches of barren rock so eaten by wind and rain they looked more like the exposed brain of a giant sheep than anything made of stone; of holes that wormed their way down deeper and farther than any man dared go. Once a farmer from over Yockenthwaite way had tried to explore one of these caves; he had been gone a month and had come back by another hole six miles away, singed bald by the devil’s flames and yellow with the sulphur. He had ‘never from that day forth talked to no man.’

‘There’s whole secret kingdoms under here,’ Purse told them. ‘And a deal of work to do! There’s a farm at Bruntscar—ye may see it well from the college—where if ye put an ear to the rock, there’s a thrum-thrum as never ceases. Idle folk’ll say it’s a watterfall below ground, but’—he gave a wink—‘we know better!’

What a privilege! thought the two tipsy children. To travel beside such a splendid fellow as Purse and to know better. Happily they wandered, guided by him, through secret grottoes and measureless caverns, by winding tunnels and subterranean causeways in fairylands of dwarfish industry, scorning the earthbound folk above who did not know better.

By the time they reached Langstroth dale they were almost sober and beginning to feel the cold once more. Fortunately the wind here was a mere breeze compared with the blasts that had chilled them on the train. The looming bulk of Whernside, now black against a near black sky, sheltered the whole dale from the northeast wind.

Later, when they came there by daylight, Langstroth town would seem quite ordinary, a market town huddled in its dale, shrinking from contact with the peat bogs and moors around it. But that night the dark and the blanket of snow gave it enchantment. Every leafless sapling was part of a larger but unseen stately tree. Every candlelit cottage window marked the invisible façade of a substantial house, invisible but there. The silent and deserted alleys seemed about to fill with people on their way to a splendid entertainment. Yes, they thought, Langstroth was a splendid town full of splendid houses—doctors’ and lawyers’ and cornmerchants’ houses.

Just as they were about to leave the market square Purse pulled up the horse.

‘Where’s the pair of ye to mess?’ he asked. ‘I’d forgotten ye’d be in Old School. Ye’ll need a mess in Langstroth.’

‘We don’t know,’ Boy said. ‘No one said anything about that.’

Caspar giggled; he always thought it fun when bits of the grown-up world crumbled.

‘Eay, there’s that many changes now,’ Purse grumbled. ‘I thowt as ye’d be in one o’ the new Houses. They don’t mess in the town.’

‘What’s “Old School,” Purse?’ Boy asked.

Purse laughed grimly. ‘I’d not put swine in it,’ he said. ‘Ye’d best mess by me and Mrs. Oldroyd, then. It’s five bob a week, now: laundry, a room between ye, and a good savoury tea, and dinner Sundays.’

‘Four and sixpence,’ Caspar said.

‘Nay!’ Purse laughed. ‘Fee is set by College, see thee. I can’t abate it. College pays us, see, and your father’ll pay College.’

‘Boots to be cleaned then,’ Caspar persisted.

Purse chuckled and nudged Caspar with his elbow. ‘We’ll see,’ he said, conceding without announcing the fact. He clucked the horse into motion again and turned down an uneven lane leading uphill from the square. There were only a dozen or so cottages before it gave way into the moor.

‘You’re nearest the school of all the messings,’ Purse said. ‘Young Bell messed here while last week, but now they’ve lodged him in one of the new Houses.’

The Oldroyd cottage was the last on the left, the nearest dwelling to the school. It was stone built and, like most dales houses, tiled with stone slabs. Mrs. Oldroyd, roused by the noise of the horse and carriage, opened the door a crack, poked her head out, saw them, shouted, ‘Be quick, it’s that cold!’ withdrew again, and slammed the door.

‘Mrs. Oldroyd, as ye’ll find,’ Purse said, ‘has a tongue she could hire to a tinsmith. But a champion heart. Depend on it.’

When they were at the door, Mrs. Oldroyd opened it again, plucked them in out of the cold, and slammed it at once, leaving Purse to unload their boxes in the dark outside. They stood blinking owlishly in the light, though it came from but a single candle and was feeble enough. The kitchen was as warm as a bakehouse; indeed, the most delicious smell of baking bread came from the new iron range across the room.

‘Well? Have you names?’ she asked, looking rapidly from one to the other. ‘And are you naked under them horseblankets?’

‘I’m John Stevenson, but they call me Boy. And this is my brother Caspar, m’m.’

They unwrapped themselves from the blankets and stood holding them awkwardly, not wanting to put them down.

‘They’d best drape over the horse while we sup,’ Mrs. Oldroyd said. She took Caspar’s blanket and gave it to Boy, nudging him toward the door. ‘Ye’ll eat, if it’s not a soft question? I know that man of mine put naught but spirits inside you.’

‘Brandy, m’m,’ Caspar said. ‘We almost perished on the train.’

‘Oh aye!’ Her eyes raked the ceiling with weary, wifely asperity. Purse came in with a box just as Boy went out with the blankets. ‘Brandy!’ she snorted.

Purse winked at Boy and relieved him of the blankets.

When both boxes were in the spare room, Mrs. Oldroyd brought in a new candle. ‘See it lasts the week,’ she said. ‘If ye want more, buy for yourselves.’

‘Where’s the bed?’ Caspar whispered to Boy as Purse came in.

‘Where do we sleep?’ Boy asked him.

‘In Old School,’ Purse said. ‘I told ye. They lock ye in come eight of the evening and ye stay locked in while half past six tomorn.’

‘Then what do we want this room for?’ Boy asked.

Purse laughed richly. ‘Oh, ye’ll want it right enough! Never fret. Every evening ye’ll hang in here while one minute of eight and then ye’ll streak like hares for that hell over the bog. Come here.’ He beckoned them to the tiny window in the back wall. When he had scratched the frost off one of the panes they could see a number of lights, which could have been two hundred yards or ten miles away, mere pinholes in the black evening. ‘Yon’s the school,’ he said. ‘And mark me now: Between there and here is four hundred acres of bog. Bottomless bog. Never, never, never be tempted to cross it. Even in summer when it looks dry enough. Always go by the causeway.’

‘It can’t be bottomless, you know, Purse,’ Caspar said. ‘The earth is round.’

Purse looked solemnly at him. ‘And it goes all the way through to Australia,’ he said. ‘The only time it’s safe to cross the bog direct is when there’s that many dead kangaroos on the surface ye may step from one to t’other.’

They all laughed heartily at that.

‘I take it ye’ve unpacked, then?’ Mrs. Oldroyd shouted from the kitchen.

Purse put on a look of exaggerated guilt. ‘Take only your bed linen and one nightshirt each, and your books and toys. Ye may leave all else besides here.’

‘And our money? Where will that be safe?’

‘Nay, there’s savagery enough there, but honour with it. Brass is as safe there as here.’

‘We’ll leave half and take half,’ Caspar said. ‘Split the risk.’

Purse smiled at him appraisingly. He pointed to some pies and jars of jam. ‘Take them and all,’ he advised. ‘Food fashions friends.’

While they unpacked all but the items Purse had mentioned Mrs. Oldroyd spread a gorgeous feast of cold brawn, hot bread—great brown doorsteps of it—and mulled ale. The bread oozed with salted beef dripping and jelly.

‘Don’t go thinking ye’ll do this well every day,’ she said, looking her fiercest at them.

Purse winked.

Half an hour later, warm to the marrow, they put their lightened boxes back on the carriage and braved the last few hundred yards of blizzard that separated the Oldroyd paradise from the school. They were almost over the causeway before they became aware of the size of the place—a large, dark, angular group of buildings stretching both ways from the causeway head, it seemed for miles.

Small lights studded the large silhouette; they revealed nothing but minute details of brick and stone within eighteen inches of each flame. The blackness beyond was then made blacker still. Through small windows the two boys saw meaningless scraps of interior—the foot of a banister, part of a beam, the corner of a shield or picture.

Next year, Boy thought, all these bits will mean something. He wondered what—joy or fear? He was surprised not to feel more afraid. Perhaps it was because the mulled ale had rekindled their tipsiness.

‘You afraid?’ he asked Caspar.

It was a silly question, with Purse there. Caspar merely sniffed.

‘Nay, it’s naught so bad,’ Purse said. He spat the phlegm from his frost-parched throat and added, ‘Leastwise, not once ye’ve been drummed in.’

The mysterious expression and his reassuring tone—his carefully reassuring tone—were as terrifying as anything their imaginations could serve up.

‘Lorrimer,’ Purse said, pointing at an older boy who stood in the centre of the arched gateway, a dark shape in a pool of light. ‘He’ll likely show ye round.’

When he could see the carriage well enough to make out Purse and the two youngesters, Lorrimer turned on his heel and walked over the yard to shelter by the open door to one of the buildings. After their run over the snow-muffled causeway the clamour of their iron tyres was especially strident in the cobbled yard. It rang from the stone walls all around, making the new boys feel much too conspicuous.

‘Master Lorrimer. The Honourable Patrick Lorrimer,’ Purse said. He spoke so flatly it could only be meant ironically; it made them wonder if Lorrimer really was an honourable. Cleary Purse and he were no friends.

So much to learn about all these new people! Caspar thought.

‘Hold your tongue, you scabby grunt!’ Lorrimer said, without humour. ‘I hope he’s given you two no lip. You’re the Stevensons, major and minor. No minimus?’

‘Still at home,’ Boy said. He held out his hand.

Lorrimer took it awkwardly. ‘After I’ve shown you around, things’ll be a bit stiffer. I’m a buck and you’ll both be roes. We’ve got till lockup. Did you bring any fodder?’

‘Some pies and a cake,’ Caspar said.

‘That’ll do. What you get at trough isn’t fit for pigs. Come on.’

‘Our trunks?’

‘That fat grunt will see to them. About the only bloody work he does.’

Purse pretended to laugh—a bit edgily, Caspar thought.

‘I expect you both feel pretty shent. Where’ve you come from?’

‘London. But we didn’t know it was going to snow. We travelled third from Leeds.’

‘To save the clink? We all do that—you won’t be sorry. Food is an enthusiasm here, you’ll find. You’ll never get enough. Nor warmth.’

He led them down some worn stone steps into a sub-basement. Corridors ran to their right and left and straight ahead, visible only by the single oil lamps that flickered at the end of each. The place smelled of badly trimmed wicks and coal smoke. Lorrimer hesitated. ‘All right, you can come this way just for once. After drumming in you’ll have to go around by those outer corridors. This shortcut is just for bucks.’ He led them along the corridor that ran straight ahead. ‘The two side corridors meet up again at the end here,’ he explained.

Boy almost burst with questions: What was behind the doors on each side? What was a ‘buck’? What did ‘drumming in’ mean? And where could he have a pee? He’d forgotten that at Purse’s. He thought it best to ask nothing—keep the head down.

Caspar was slightly less inhibited. ‘Do we get studies?’ he asked.

Lorrimer grinned. ‘Not in Old School,’ he said. ‘We’re the last of the old order. There’s cupboards down those side passages, which go by seniority. You can hire them from some of the bucks.’

At the end of the passage he pointed to a clock set in the wall. On one side, carved in the stone, was the legend UT HORA, on the other SIC VITA.

‘What’s that say?’ he asked.

‘As the hours pass, so passeth life,’ Caspar translated.

Lorrimer winked at Boy. ‘Oh, no, it don’t,’ he said. ‘Here it means “I’m sick of this life, bring out the whores.”’ The two older boys laughed.

‘Who has those studies we’ve just passed?’ Caspar asked.

‘The pharaohs and the King o’ the Barn. And some of the sixth. They’re the gods around here.’

‘I suppose we shall fag for them,’ Boy said.

‘Roe,’ Lorrimer corrected. ‘We don’t call them fags here; we call them roes. You’ll both be roes until some more new’uns come and relieve you. The pharaohs are your masters.’

‘Teachers?’ Caspar asked.

‘No. The teachers are “beaks.” There’s only four of them. You call them “sir” except your tutor, whom you call “master.” Our tutor here is Whymper. I’ll take you to meet him before lockup.’

He saw the strain on their faces as they tried to memorize all this. He laughed. ‘We’re all confused,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. Before Brockman came the whole place was like Old School. Just anarchy. Now he’s started these new Houses and he’s trying to “army-ize” us. In the old days anyone could whack anyone if he was strong enough, and any young ’un had to roe for any buck. Now Brockman’s brought in these Houses and appoints the pharaohs to lead them and all the beatings go down in a book and only pharaohs can beat, anyway—except that here we have the King o’ the Barn, too. He couldn’t get rid of that. Brockman thinks it’s a great improvement but no one else agrees. We’re still pretty anarchic here, you’ll find. The pharaoh system only works where there’s a beak living in. There’s no beak lives in Old School. Come on, the Barn’s up here.’

To one side of the clock there was a narrow, winding stone stair, dangerously worn. It led up into a large hall, dimly lit with flaring fishtails of gas. ‘Everyone’s in public school.’ Lorrimer explained the apparent desertion of the place. ‘This is the Barn. It used to be the school in monastic days—I suppose you know we’re a monastic foundation?’

They nodded.

The air was thick with smoke from the fire. It made their eyes water.

‘We three-quarters bunged up the chimneys,’ Lorrimer explained. ‘Otherwise the draught makes it hells cold, especially in the passages. The boot room over there is the old monks’ washroom. The initials over the door’—he pointed to some crudely carved letters: WIGG—‘mean Wash In God’s Grace. They were not carved by Wigg, who’s a buck in this house at the moment. Carving anything is a school-beating offence; we’re not barbarians like at Eton and other places. Anyway, you’d better know the pharaohs’ names. There’s Swift, who’s head of pharaohs. The pharaohs are Deakin, Malaby, and Shortiss. And Blenkinsop is King o’ the Barn. Each of them has two roes—one for boots and one for clean collars.’

‘What’s “roe” mean?’ Caspar asked.

Lorrimer chuckled as if he had hoped to be asked. ‘Less than nothing,’ he said. ‘It comes from “zero”—half of zero: roe, d’you see? And believe me, it’s right. Less than nothing.’

One end of the Barn was crammed with old refectory tables of solid oak. When they drew close the boys noticed that the tops, which were a good six inches thick, had bowl shapes scooped out of them.

‘Do we eat out of those?’ Boy asked.

‘We don’t say “eat” here, not for school meals. We say “trough.” We trough the school grub—all it’s fit for. We eat the fodder from home. And at mess in Langstroth.’ He pointed to the hollows in the oak. ‘Those are the troughs.’

There was a noise from above. They turned and looked up, realizing that the hall had two galleries running its full length. Three doors let off each gallery into rooms beyond—rooms that had no windows between them and the gallery. The noise was made by Purse, carrying their trunks along the upper gallery. He was puffing and groaning.

‘Less noise, you stupid grunt!’ Lorrimer called.

Purse, who gave no sign of having heard, disappeared through the central door. ‘Those are the two dorms,’ Lorrimer said. ‘You’re in the junior dorm, which is called “Squint.”’

He saw Caspar looking at the ancient roof timbers. ‘You admire the hammerbeam roof?’ he asked.

Caspar looked at him. ‘Not hammerbeam,’ he said. ‘It’s stiffened collarbeam.’

‘Caspar!’ Boy said sharply.

But Lorrimer laughed a long time, as if Caspar’s correction had been exquisitely funny. ‘I’ll tell you some more language,’ he said when his laughter died. ‘Grunts are college servants. In the Houses they call them “churls.” A villain is anybody outside the school or not connected with it; even the lord lieutenant is a villain. The masters are called “beaks.” I told you that. We call the head man “chief,” but not to his face, naturally. The bursar is called “Bully”—he used to do most of the school beating, because the chief before Brockman hadn’t stomach for it. He didn’t last long!’ He studied their reaction closely. ‘Of course, a school beating is rarer than a house beating.’

They took the good news in glum silence.

‘A Barn beating is commonest of all,’ Lorrimer added. ‘Or perhaps a dorm beating. You lose count. It depends on the whim of the pharaohs and the King o’ the Barn. Blenkinsop, now, is hells fierce. By the way, you shouldn’t do up the bottom button of your waistcoat—very bad form. It’s worth a Barn beating.’

He spoke to Caspar, but both boys hastily loosened the offending buttons. Lorrimer, encouraged, began to look them over more critically. ‘Your bootlaces,’ he said, ‘should be crisscrossed, like mine. Only pharaohs can wear them ladder-fashioned. And your boots look bloddy shent; you’d better give them a good blacking before you go and see the master. Whymper’s an uncommon enthusiast for boots, fingernails, and earholes. I hope you realize how kind I’m being to you two.’

‘Indeed we do, Lorrimer. Thank you most dreadfully,’ the boys said.

‘That’s all right. You can share your pies with me later,’ Lorrimer said.

‘What’s drumming in?’ Caspar asked.

Lorrimer grinned a secretive grin. ‘It’s after lockup, when the master’s gone for the night.’

He would tell them no more. ‘Public school ends soon,’ he said. “Time to go and see old Whym.’ He pointed to the boot room.

‘Where’s the boghouse?’ Boy asked. ‘I’m pretty tight for a pee.’

‘Me, too,’ Caspar said.

They were both quite, quite sober again.

* * *

Algernon Whymper was a tall, elderly man with a shock of black hair, just turning grey at the sides. From his ears dark hair shot stiffly, like a childish linedrawing of an explosion; it straggled in wiry curls along the line of his eyebrows; it peeped from his flaring nostrils like twin black caterpillars in sanctuary; it stuck out at his collar and cuffs like straw from a hastily assembled scarecrow; it carpeted the backs of his hands and the stretches of skin between his knuckles. The boys’ alternative name for him was Esau.

He was a man of large, impressive menace; even his friendliness was menacing as he swayed above the two Stevenson boys, drilling them through with his eyes. He inquired about their journey. Boy told him they had grown very cold but were now warmed through again.

The news appeared to alarm the master. “Not comfortably warm, I trust?’ he asked sharply.

Both boys shook their heads vigorously. Certainly not, they implied.

‘A comfortable warmth is very enervating,’ he said. His own pupil room was as hot as a linen cupboard. ‘Er—to a boy’s frame,’ he added. He poured them each a sherry, large for himself, small for Boy, and very small for Caspar. ‘As with all unseasoned timber,’ he explained, ‘warmth sweats up a lot of sticky nastiness in a boy. A lot of wet sullenness. D’ye take my meaning?’ He looked hard at Boy, who, filled with ignorance, looked uncomfortably away. ‘I see you do, sir. I see you do. Well, none of that here, sir. We’ll cool it out of ye.’ He looked at Caspar. ‘You, too, in time. No warmth here.’

There was a long silence. The fire crackled merrily. The sherry slipped down with a pleasant, sweet afterburn.

‘Are your ears clean, sir?’ he suddenly asked Caspar.

‘I’ve washed them, master,’ Caspar said.

‘Show!’ Whymper looked into them critically and grunted, satisfied. ‘Too young for much nastiness yet,’ he said. Then he turned to Boy, who sensed he had been kept until last. ‘But you, sir. Show me!’ He gripped the proffered ear and peered into it with fanatic interest. ‘An amazing organ, the ear, young man. All the good that’ll ever get into a boy goes in by the ear; all the bad in him comes out that way. Wash them well, I say. Twice a day is not too much. Twice a day. Twice a day. You’ll see the filth pour out and you’ll feel the good of it. Do you know you’re full of filth? Look at those pimples! It’s bursting from you.’

‘I washed them as well as—’

‘Answer the question, damn ye! Do you know you’re full of filth?’

‘Yes, sir—er—master.’ What else could Boy say?

‘Good!’ Whymper’s satisfaction seemed abnormal. ‘Then ye know the problem. And until you know the problem, you can’t begin the cure. What money have you?’

They handed over their official money: five pounds for contingencies and their train fare home; and a florin each to be doled out at threepence a week for the remaining eight weeks of term.

‘No more?’

‘No, master.’ Both boys were shiftily effusive. The master looked at them, they at him. A thrill stole over both of them simultaneously as they realized not only that they were going to get away with the lie but that the master knew they were lying and didn’t care. Even more than that, he expected them to lie—was almost glad they had lied.

It was their first step toward understanding that they were now entering a system where the pretence that a certain form was being followed was vastly more important than the reality. It had been an initiation test and they had passed it.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘I am your tutor. It is I who will write your end-of-term reports to your parents.’ He drilled them again with those black eyes. ‘It is I whom you must satisfy of your progress here. But that progress, little fellows, is not in my hands. It is in yours. We do not molly-coddle young milkysops here. No hothouse here, sirs! You will do fifteen half hours of public school each week and the rest of the time at tutorial lectures and private study. Have you a mess in the town yet?’

‘At Mr. Oldroyd’s, master.’

‘Good. Good. You’ll do most of your private study there, of course, though I believe there are some old cupboards about the passages here where you may lock yourself away with a candle and a book.’

‘Do we study with each master, sir?’ Caspar asked.

‘Indeed, young fellow.’ Whymper’s friendly smile was more menacing, somehow, than his stern face. ‘With all four of us. And as there are four hundred and thirty-two boys all told, you may be sure that little learning is imparted in the hours of public school. You have the headmaster for divinity. Mr. Carter for unseen translation and construction. Mr. Cusack for Euclid and mathematics. And myself for composition—which is Latin elegiacs, Latin theme, Greek hexameter (all original, of course), Greek iambics from Shakespeare, Greek prose translation from Robertson, and Latin prose from Spectator. You have these books?’

They nodded. The course here outlined by Mr. Whymper was a direct continuation of the one they had already begun at home under their own tutor, Mr. Morier-Watson. It held no unknown terrors for them.

‘It’s pretty sharp work,’ Whymper went on. ‘But it’s too wide and general for mere talent to carry you. Only the true sap may triumph in the end. So take heart! The prize is for every boy here. Hard work can always snatch victory from under the nose of lazy brilliance.’ He smiled benignly. ‘Good. I can see already that we shall rub along famously. Keep your ears clean. Keep your fingers—fingers! Show me your fingers.’

Twenty clean fingers poked at him, feathering themselves prone and supine, gleaming an unnatural pink.

‘Good, good. Ears clean. Fingers clean. And boots clean. Work hard. Play the man. And you can be proud of yourselves and we can be proud of you.’

* * *

‘Do you know how he gets such hairy hands?’ Causton asked. He was an unprepossessing boy of about Caspar’s age. He was watching Caspar unpack his things into an oak locker beside his bed. Each of the forty beds in the dorm was separated from its neighbour by such a locker.

‘How?’ Caspar asked.

‘He fiends himself all the time. He’s always at it. It puts hair on your hands.’

Caspar had no idea what Causton meant but he looked instinctively at the backs of his own hands to see if any hair grew there.

‘Yah!’ Causton crowed. ‘Caught you! Caught you!’

Caspar looked at him in puzzled surprise.

‘You fiend yourself, eh?’ Causton taunted. ‘Caught you!’

Caspar shrugged.

‘Made you look. You had to look.’ Causton was disappointed in the response.

Caspar unpacked his greatest treasure—the Dart, a toy steam locomotive with a brass chassis, copper boiler, and two oscillating cylinders. The dormitory was lit by a single gas jet high on the wall, but even in that uncertain light it gleamed.

‘I say!’ Causton exclaimed. ‘That’s a beauty! May I?’

Caspar handed it to him in a pantomine of caution; Causton took it as if it were made of crystal. He sniffed the firebox, spun the wheels, blew down the funnel, and nodded approvingly. But his tone was disparaging. ‘Oscillating cylinders,’ he said. ‘Of course, you only get steam on one stroke.’

‘I’m saving for a slide-valve engine,’ Caspar said.

‘I’m getting one for my birthday next month. Let’s race them!’

Caspar nodded and put the engine away in the back of the drawer that pulled out from under the bed.

‘You’re a quiet ’un,’ Causton said. ‘You won’t be so quiet after lockup. At your drumming in.’

Caspar did not reward him with any display of feeling. Causton seemd strangely torn between an impulse to friendship and the desire to crow over the tortures to come.

Boy, unpacking on the far side of the dorm, beyond the long line of trunks and boxes down the middle of the room, heard Causton’s taunt and felt his own guts turn over. He wished someone would tell him what drumming in meant, but he certainly wasn’t going to ask.

‘Come on, where’s the scoff?’ de Lacy asked. Boy was going to sleep between him and another fellow called Carnforth.

‘Scoff?’

‘Grub. Tuck. Those pies you told Lorrimer about.’

‘We promised to share them with him.’

‘I’ll join you. I’m not fussy.’

‘Let’s eat them when he comes.’ Boy wanted to keep his food as long as possible; he was still full of Mrs. Oldroyd’s good bread and brawn. Anyway, de Lacy was already friendly enough; no need to buy him with pies.

De Lacy looked exasperated. ‘Carnforth and all the rest will be back from their messes, too, then. You won’t be so casual about food this time next week. Wait till you’ve endured four or five troughs!’ He began to wheedle. ‘Come on—I can have my share now.’

‘I’d rather wait for Lorrimer. I did promise.’

‘Nyah, nyah!’ de Lacy taunted. ‘Wait for Lorrimer! Lorrimer’s just a piece of shit. You needn’t worry about him.’

‘All the same—’ Boy began. The look on de Lacy’s face halted him. The fellow was frozen, his face a mask of fear. Boy followed his gaze and saw Lorrimer, standing in the gloom by the end of the pile of boxes.

‘I was joking, man,’ de Lacy said, attempting a laugh. ‘I knew you were there.’

There was a long silence. ‘Right,’ Lorrimer said at last and turned to go. Over his shoulder he added to Boy, ‘See, this is what I mean. In the old days I’d have thumped de Lacy for saying that.’

At once de Lacy sprang to his feet and ran after him. ‘God, man, I was only joking. Honestly! You have my pie. I couldn’t eat it anyway. You have it.’

Lorrimer watched him in disgust, saying nothing, not moving.

‘Not toe-taps! Please! Please, Lorrimer, don’t tell Blenkinsop. I can still hardly walk. Please not toe-taps!’

Lorrimer turned and walked away, out into the gallery. A picture of despair, de Lacy scuffed his heels all the way back to Boy’s bed. ‘Fick faec, fock, and fuck!’ he said without heat. ‘God, I hate hate hate this place.’

Boy did not risk a word.

‘You’ll hate it, too,’ he said to Boy. ‘You’ll think drumming in is bad enough. You wait until Blenkinsop comes with his toe-taps!’

‘What is drumming in?’ Boy asked.

‘You’ll see! Any minute now.’

At that moment Lorrimer returned; de Lacy backed against the wall, shivering. Boy had never seen anyone in such a funk. He began to despise de Lacy and to wish he were next to someone else. It was an opinion he was quickly to revise.

‘I disagree with your description of me,’ Lorrimer said casually, even pleasantly. ‘I have a little practical lesson for you.’ He held out a crumpled sheet of paper. ‘Have a taste.’

De Lacy took the paper and brought it near his lips; suddenly he dashed it to the ground.

Lorrimer merely smiled—at least, his teeth gleamed like pebbles in the gloom. ‘Perhaps Blenkinsop can teach you.’

De Lacy burst into tears but he bent with much greater speed than anyone expected and retrieved the paper. ‘You sod!’ he said. ‘You utter sod!’

‘That’s better!’ Lorrimer spoke gently as he sat down on Boy’s trunk and began to unlace his right boot.

De Lacy, still sobbing, now obeyed Lorrimer’s original command. Then he hurled the paper to the floor once again.

‘Now—just to ram home the difference,’ Lorrimer said. He pulled off his sock with a smiling, theatrical flourish. ‘Lick here.’ He pulled up his big toe.

Utterly broken in will, de Lacy bent down, took Lorrimer’s foot in his hands, and gingerly licked a small streak of toe. Lorrimer stood up suddenly, forcing de Lacy to the floor, mashing his face with the naked foot.

Boy could stand no more of it. Until then he had been at least in part on Lorrimer’s side—a diminishing part but enough to stop him from interfering. Now, thinking to do no more than lift Lorrimer’s foot off poor de Lacy’s face, he stooped, caught up Lorrimer’s ankle, and abruptly stood upright. He knew he was no kind of match for the older boy, but he was quite prepared to take the most fearsome lathering if only to prevent the total humiliation of de Lacy.

But Lorrimer was taken completely off balance. He fell back like a statue, stiff with the surprise. His eyes were wide as his head struck the brass corner of Boy’s trunk. Pupils and iris vanished in those final inches to the floor. Then the eyes closed. He lay, awkwardly cramped and very still, between the chest and the bed.

Boy’s first thought was for de Lacy. Shock had stifled the sobbing at once, its place taken by a wide-eyed admiration tinged with fear.

‘God, he’ll kill you,’ he said to Boy as he got up.

Causton, followed by Caspar, ran around the boxes and stood aghast over the unconscious body.

‘You cut along,’ Boy told de Lacy. ‘I’ll stay and face him.’ It seemed an easy boast to make, with Lorrimer so still; certainly he would be in no state to fight.

‘Is he breathing actually?’ Caspar asked.

They all stared down, not daring to touch someone so dangerous.

‘He isn’t breathing,’ Causton said. His quivering tone almost began a panic.

Boy knelt down and listened at Lorrimer’s open mouth; he touched the unmoving chest; he felt for a pulse; then he looked up at the others. I think he’s dead, he thought; he could not utter the words.

‘We must all say he slipped,’ Caspar said. He turned to Boy’s box and picked up a bar of soap. The others, unwilling to follow the implications of Boy’s silence, watched dumbly.

Caspar looked at the body and the chest, put the soap on the floor at a carefully chosen spot, stood on it, and did a half-skating movement but leaning back so that the soap skittered away from under his foot and spun against the next bed, bouncing off and finishing, still spinning, against the wall. The motion was so violent that Caspar only just prevented himself from falling on top of Lorrimer.

Causton giggled nervously. ‘Yes!’ he said. ‘That’s what happened. We’ll tell them that and show them the soap.’ He dashed forward to pick up the bar.

But Caspar was quicker. He darted forward, putting himself between Causton and the soap. ‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘Let them find it.’

Causton looked at him blankly for a moment, then grinned. De Lacy was quite open in his admiration. ‘By God, young ’un—you’ve a head and no mistake!’

But Caspar was not flattered. ‘That?’ he asked contemptuously, looking at the soap. ‘What else could we say?’

‘We can tell the truth,’ Boy said. ‘We must all tell the truth.’

But de Lacy shook his head vigorously. ‘Won’t do,’ he said. He repeated the words several times, as if allowing himself time to think. ‘If he is dead, you’d blacken him forever. His people are ever so up, you know.’

‘No one would thank you for the truth,’ Caspar said.

‘Yes, you couldn’t do that to his memory,’ de Lacy confirmed.

But Boy was unshaken. ‘We are not in this world to get thanked. Nor to tell lies. We are here to do our duty and tell the truth.’ It was a decoction of many hundred sermons but he made it sound from the heart.

‘I won’t support you,’ de Lacy said.

Boy looked at him until his eyes fell. ‘I still won’t support you,’ de Lacy repeated stubbornly.

A tall, thin boy, no more than a knobbly silhouette, stood at the doorway. ‘Brace up!’ he shouted. He was about seventeen, almost a man to the youngsters in the dorm.

‘Blenkinsop!’ de Lacy called. ‘There’s been an accident. Lorrimer’s beastly quiet here.’

No one else breathed. The silence and de Lacy’s urgency communicated their terror to Blenkinsop. He breezed into the room and scrambled over the boxes, a house-beating offence unless you were a pharaoh or the King o’ the Barn. He looked at Lorrimer’s body, then at the solemn faces all round. ‘Christ!’ he said.

He bent down and repeated all the tests Boy had made. ‘For Christ’s sake!’ He looked up. ‘He’s dead!’

‘It was an accident, Blenkinsop,’ Causton said.

‘I did it,’ Boy said. ‘It was not an accident.’

Caspar looked at de Lacy; neither said a word.

Blenkinsop looked from one to the other, too worried even to think of throwing his weight around. He stood up. ‘I’m going for the master before lockup.’ At the door he paused. ‘Don’t touch Lorrimer.’

Boy looked down at the sprawled body. Lorrimer, who had shown them around—only moments ago, it seemed—who joked about whores, told them the slang, invited himself to a share in their pie … dead! Lorrimer, who had been so beastly, so bestial, to de Lacy, so fierce and terrifying … dead! One minute there, more frightening than anything; next moment, because of one slip, one chance, one too-violent meeting of brass and bone, gone. Gone where? What had happened to all the busy-ness that had been Lorrimer?

‘His foot just twitched,’ Causton said.

‘It did not,’ Caspar replied, equally certain.

‘It did.’

‘It was a trick of the gaslight.’

‘Chickens do that,’ de Lacy said.

‘Do what?’

‘Twitch. After they’ve had their heads chopped off. They run around, too.’

‘Have you seen it?’ Boy asked. He was watching Lorrimer’s foot, hoping it would twitch again—if indeed, it had twitched.

‘Bet you’ve never seen it,’ Causton said.

‘Not actually seen it. But all the servants’ll tell you.’

‘Servants’ll tell you anything,’ Caspar said.

‘I saw it,’ Causton repeated.

‘A chicken running around with no head?’ Caspar asked.

‘No! His foot. It definitely twitched.’

Boy watched dumbly and wished he could have the last ten minutes over again. He looked around the cold, barely lit room, at the forty identical beds like lidless coffins, at the ancient limestone walls, at the miserable faces of the others, and thought I will always remember this. Whatever happens next, I will always remember this.

By that mysterious, wordless telegraph which galvanizes all human communities, the rumour of Lorrimer’s death spread through the Old School. In dribs and drabs, by ones and by twos, they slipped through the door and collected silently around the body. If they spoke at all it was to ask the same repeated questions—is he dead? what happened?—hardly expecting more answer than a shrug from de Lacy or a raised eyebrow from Causton. In fascination they stared at the two new boys, one of whom had already made such a monstrous mark upon the school.

One, more adventurous, stooped and touched Lorrimer. ‘Not cold,’ he said. ‘Warmer than me.’

‘It’s warmer still where he’s going,’ someone else said.

No one laughed; they steeled themselves not to turn and look at this wit. The embarrassment grew acute.

‘Couldn’t we cover him with … something?’ one lad asked.

Boy plucked a sheet from his bed and covered the body. It was an awesomely final act. He felt himself about to burst into tears. Would the others grudge him that luxury?

‘Out!’ The shout came from behind them. They all turned to see a stocky, curly-haired figure in a tail coat, arms akimbo, framed in the doorway.

‘Swift,’ de Lacy whispered to Boy. ‘Head of pharaohs.’

Everyone shuffled mutely out, except the original four.

‘Well?’ Swift shouted. He still had not moved from the door; everyone had had to squeeze past him, squirming and apologizing, and confirming his authority.

‘We were here when it happened, Swift,’ de Lacy said.

‘When what happened?’ He came around, not over, the boxes.

‘He slipped and struck his head, you see,’ de Lacy said.

‘Just there.’ Causton pointed superfluously to the shrouded body.

‘I pushed him,’ Boy said. ‘Why try to pretend? I did it.’

Swift looked quickly at the three who had spoken, then at Caspar. ‘One more to vote,’ he said.

‘He fell,’ Caspar said, looking steadily at Boy.

‘That’s what I want to hear,’ Swift said, also looking at Boy. ‘Let’s just have one simple story.’

‘He was … doing unspeakable things to de Lacy, and I pushed him away,’ Boy insisted.

Caspar made a disgusted noise, threw up his hands, and turned his back.

Swift looked from one to the other. ‘You’re the new roes. Stevenson ma and mi.’ It was not a question but both nodded. ‘The word of one Stevenson will be enough, I think. You can vanish.’ He nodded at Boy.

Just then Lorrimer’s foot twitched. They all saw it.

‘See!’ Causton said triumphantly. ‘I told you.’

Boy’s relief was overwhelming. ‘God!’ he said leaning over and pulling the sheet off Lorrimer’s face. He grinned sheepishly. ‘God be praised!’ But Lorrimer was still apparently without breath. Boy was just about to straddle the body and apply the resuscitative massage he had once seen his father do to a seemingly dead navvy overcome by bad air when Swift kicked his backside lightly.

‘Stow the gratitude, young ’un,’ he said. ‘If he’s alive there’s nothing to stop the drumming in. And look—’ His sharp eyes beckoned them all into a conspiracy. ‘Since he is alive, I think we’d all prefer to understand he slipped rather than’—he frowned at Boy—‘whatever you were hinting at.’

‘The truth is the truth,’ Boy said.

Wearily Swift rose, grabbed Boy by the hair, bent his head down, and thrust him along the gangway at the foot of the beds. ‘Do as you’re told, sir. Go and get ready for your drumming in. Piss your bladder dry and shit yourself empty—we don’t want any accidents. Your drumming in is in ten minutes. And you,’ he turned to Caspar, ‘will follow.’

Boy had no choice but to obey. And after the dread of what he had done to Lorrimer, the ordeal that lay ahead could, he imagined, hold few extra terrors. That conviction fell apart when he returned to the upper gallery ten minutes later. It was now thronged with excited boys who looked at him with a mirth that was part truculent, part shamefaced. He knew two things now about drumming in: It involved the whole house and it happened on the upper gallery.

Back in the dorm he found that Lorrimer, whether dead or alive, was no longer there. Nor were Caspar, Causton, and de Lacy. Only Carnforth, his other dorm neighbour, remained.

‘You didn’t kill Lorrimer,’ Carnforth said after introducing himself.

Until that moment Boy had shared the same belief; but Carnforth spoke so shiftily he began to doubt again that Lorrimer was alive. One twitching foot seemed little enough proof. And it was true about chickens.

‘Your bro will be back soon,’ Carnforth said. ‘Come on, get your clothes off. Quick as you can now.’

‘Do what?’ The bottom fell out of his stomach.

‘You have to do it naked. Everyone has to.’

‘I will not!’ But even as he heard himself say the words he knew the determination was empty.

‘If you don’t, they’ll come in here and tear your clothes off. It’s what they’re hoping for. Blenkinsop will really tear them. I mean shred them. Even after he’s got them off. I’ve seen him.’

Suddenly Boy stepped out of his clothes, down to the underpants. He had no idea the night was so cold.

‘Everything,’ Carnforth said.

Boy felt gooseflesh grate against gooseflesh as he pulled off his underpants. The cold shrivelled his penis to a little acorn. He wished he could stop shivering; everyone would think—would know—how terrified he was. He grinned weakly at Carnforth. ‘We should do this in the summer,’ he said.

‘It wouldn’t work,’ Carnforth said stolidly. ‘We’d know each other too well by then. What they’re getting ready for out there you could only do to someone you didn’t know.’ Then, realizing perhaps how unfeeling his answer had been, he added as he half-pushed, half-steered Boy toward the door, ‘You’re lucky really. You’ll have a rope. Until two years ago they used to do it without ropes and a boy was killed.’

Just before they reached the door it was pushed open and Caspar and Causton came in. Caspar’s eyes went wide with shock as he took in Boy’s nakedness. Boy saw the terror follow, ‘Bear up, young ’un,’ he said and walked swiftly out to the gallery.

Thus Christians to the lions—the sense that every eye in the universe was upon you, and every defect of your body and character made plain. A great hoot of derision greeted his appearance. A boy in a tail coat, not Swift but obviously a pharaoh, strode toward him holding a length of rope. With a practised flick of the wrist he threw a loop in the rope and tossed it over Boy’s neck; for an instant Boy thought of a hanging. ‘And your arms,’ the pharaoh said crossly, annoyed at Boy’s lack of response. ‘Shove your arms through.’

Boy obeyed. Suddenly he had an inkling of all that was to follow, for when the pharaoh stood aside it became clear that the rope snaked out over the iron rail of the gallery, over one of the beams—a stiffened collarbeam, as Caspar had told Lorrimer—over the next beam, and back to the gallery, where it was made fast to the railing. He was not left guessing for long.

‘All you do,’ the pharaoh said, ‘is jump up there’—he pointed to the first of the two beams over which the rope trailed—‘and fetch that book back here. If you fall, the rope’ll save you.’

Boy could barely make out the words over the excited barracking of the rest of the house. The book lay dusty at the exact midpoint of the beam.

Blenkinsop joined them. He had a head like a caricature of a phrenology cast—every normal bump, lump, and protrusion, including the Adam’s apple, was too prominent to seem real. Boy found himself imagining phrases such as LOVE OF FAMILY, CRIMINAL TENDENCIES, BASER APPETITES written one upon each bump, as in all the books on phrenology. All he saw were the shaven hairs of the beard, tightly extruded and bristle-blue on the sallow skin. Blenkinsop’s eyes were supernaturally shiny as he scanned Boy’s naked body.

‘Is this what you call drumming in?’ Boy asked.

‘Ho ho ho ho, no no no no!’ Blenkinsop said. ‘But if you do that’—he pointed at the beam—‘fast enough, you can spare yourself the drumming in.’ He laid a mock-kindly hand on Boy’s arm. ‘No need to tremble,’ he said. ‘Yet!’

‘Come on,’ the pharaoh said crossly, as if Boy had been doing all the talking.

Boy looked at the beam again. He could not stop trembling as he walked toward the rail. When he touched it he almost knew he was not going to be able to climb up and over onto the beam. He looked around in his terror. A hundred—it looked like a thousand—gloating faces. He tried to imagine little Caspar standing there ten minutes from now. He could not bear the thought, and he needed the pity of it to save him from his own terror.

‘Listen,’ he called. There was a momentary hush. ‘My brother cannot stand heights. He will certainly fall. Let me do it twice—once for him.’

There was an uncertain murmur until Blenkinsop, who now held the other end of the rope, gave it a tweak. ‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘Your heroics don’t impress us a bit.’

The rope tweaked Boy forward, almost toppling him. Gusts of laughter resolved themselves into a chant: ‘Come on! Come on!’

Caspar and Causton, still in the dorm, heard all of this through the open door, though Caspar still had little idea of the ordeal awaiting him.

‘Is that true?’ Causton asked. ‘Can’t you take heights?’

‘He’s the one with no head for heights. They terrify him.’

‘And you?’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘What a sterling brother!’ Causton said.

‘I can look after myself,’ Caspar told him. ‘I wish he wouldn’t interfere.’

Outside Boy was beginning the sickening climb over the railing and onto the lower of the two curved stiffeners. What Caspar had said was quite true: Even the view from the lower branches of a tree would give him vertigo. But the words of his father, words he had heard a hundred times, rang in his memory: ‘Never flinch. Never show fear, and you’ll master any group of men. Show no fear and there’s naught you may not lead them to—no dangers you may not brave together. Show no fear.’

So this was not the first time in his life he had put an ice-cool face upon the world while he seethed with terrors inside. It was not as bad (he told himself) as, for instance, dropping down into the blackness of a tunnel ventilation shaft with one foot in a noose at the end of a rope. If he could ignore the scorn of the others, it was not as bad as that.

He slipped his arm through the decorative rose cut between the stiffener and the collarbeam and then inched his way up the centre of the strut, testing each toehold, each new hand grip, up, up, until he could swing a leg over the beam. The mob watched in what—so soon after their catcalling—seemed like silence.

He straddled the beam, not daring to glance down. Here a second stiffener, above the beam this time, ran up to form, with its partner on the other side, a semicircular arch of wood beneath the apex of the roof. It effectively prevented him from standing.

How should he go now? He was sitting the wrong way, facing the crowded gallery, his back to the book he had to collect. Could he turn around without looking down? He decided he could not. He would have to inch himself along backwards.

‘Boo!’ someone shouted when he began. ‘Do it twice? You won’t even do it once!’

Laughter turned to derision. Still struggling to keep his outward calm, he looked from one pitiless, gloating face to another. Some eyes could not meet his, but most stared back with savage glee as they shouted fake encouragement at him.

The beam was filthy. His hands were at once black with soot and dust—the black, oily dust of gas jets. So, too, he imagined were his buttocks and scrotum. Steadily he worked his way back until he felt the book touch the base of his spine. He breathed out his relief and sat upright, reaching a hand around for the book. The movement unbalanced him.

For a moment his legs flailed wildly and he knew he was going to fall. The gallery shouted whoo-oo-op! and parodied imbalance to one another. God, let me fall where the rope will be shortest, he begged. His ears were filled with a great wind. He saw the apex of the roof turn and tilt at a crazy angle. He saw faces, laughing—hooting with laughter. He prepared himself for the tug and burn of the rope about his chest.

Then there was a searing pain at his ankle. It had caught a notch checked into the beam by a carpenter, perhaps to house the calipers when the beam had been lifted up here. If it would hold! If flesh would not protest too much! If it would only hold! His fingers spidered over the top of the beam. Then over the edge. Now he had two holds—two bits of flesh to divide the agony. Arm and leg muscles took the strain. He was going up. He was not going to fall. More strain. Surely a bone must snap or a tendon wrench free from its attachment? The pain was intense. How could he stand such pain? But slowly he was recovering his position on the top of the beam. The hooting and the barracking did not for one moment let up.

Inch by torturing inch he regained his balance. When finally he sat upright he was bathed in sweat. Ironical cheers greeted the achievement. He looked around that cruel sea of faces and could not help smiling his relief. More carefully this time he felt behind him. No book. The book was not there!

‘Fly, man!’ a boy cried, giggling and flapping his hands. He jumped up and down on the spot. Others joined in, jumping and flapping their arms, laughing. ‘Fly!’ they chorused. ‘Fly!’ He could feel the tremor of their jumping, shaking in the beam, as he frantically groped behind him for the book.

‘Fly down!’ one boy cried and pointed over the gallery rail.

Unthinkingly Boy glanced down. There was the book, battered and open, on one of the oak tables. It was all he saw, and he saw it for only a flash; but that was enough. The entire hall spun in a shower of flying black darts, swirling in a maelstrom about his head. Mindless now of the scorn of others, he hurled himself forward and clutched at the beam, eyes tight shut against the black whirlpool that sought to suck him down.

Again the chorus of boos—and this time, something more: missiles. Books, rocks of stale bread, rolled-up clothing, a kale stalk, bits of kindling, whizzed past him or struck him hard where he clung for dear life to the beam. Someone out there was a wizard with a peashooter, too.

It will not do, he told himself. You must face them. You must see it through.

Caspar, sick himself with pity for his mad, brave brother, followed his progress by changes in the tone of the shouting and derision.

‘It’s to do with going out on one of the beams, isn’t it?’ he told Causton.

‘I’m not allowed to say.’

‘You have no idea what torture that would be to my brother.’

Out on the beam Boy was slowly but resolutely raising himself upright again. A book caught him across the nose with a flash of searing light and a salty, hollow sharpness in which his head rang. Two images of the hall spiralled over one another. But still he went on raising himself upright.

When he made his first move back he discovered what all new boys who tried to go along the beam at the straddle discovered—he was going against the grain of the wood. A long splinter of pitch pine pierced the heel of his right hand, another his left thigh. He had no choice but to kneel or get turned into a pincushion of splinters. He began another painful move to the new position. The sweat now made him feel deathly chill.

Everyone had been waiting for the discovery: they howled with laughter and pricked one another’s bodies with imaginary splinters. Boy searched for one kindlier face in all that unrelenting mob and found none. What he did find made him freeze halfway up into the crouch: Blenkinsop was unfastening the tethered end of the rope!

Moments later the free end swung loose, a whippy pendulum, from the neighbouring beam. Boy was paralysed, one foot in the crouch, one still hanging down. He could not move; he could hardly breathe. His eyes bulged.

Now the silence was complete. Blenkinsop looked around, grinning, ready to ward off a shower of laughing congratulation. He faced nothing but blank, horror-stricken silence. Boy realized that he had not been alone in depending on that rope; it had been every fellow’s licence to mock and jeer. But now, to a man, they sat—crouched—hung there with him, appalled at his danger, willing his muscles to move until their own ached.

‘You blithering fool, Blenkinsop!’ Swift hissed in that straining silence. But there was nothing he, or anyone else, could do to retrieve the loose end now. Boy had to make it back to the gallery alone.

No one looked at either of the senior men; no one could take his eyes off Boy, still rigid in the middle of the beam.

‘Come on, Stevenson. You can do it!’ someone said.

‘Yes, come on, man!’ Several took up the shout.

Boy opened his eyes then and saw smiling, fearful encouragement on every side. He saw, too, that someone in the hall below had dowsed the gaslights in the lower gallery and the main body of the hall. Only the upper gallery was lit. The height, the sickening, headwhirling height, had gone.

This beam rests two feet above the floor, Boy told himself. Stand up!

He stood. He could smile. He smiled at the silhouettes that thronged the rails, knowing they were smiling, too. One, two, three, four easy steps brought him to the safety of the upper stiffener, but now he did not pause. He swung himself around it and, thrusting an arm through the rose-shaped hole, made the easy leap for the railing, catching hold of it without difficulty. If the move had been made upon the ground, no one would have turned to watch; yet now a great roar of relief rang from every throat there. Boys clustered around to haul him in over the railing and slap him on the back. ‘Well done, man!’ they cried.

Over, Boy thought, close to tears. It’s over!

‘You’ll only get a light drumming in after that,’ Swift promised.

‘What?’ Boy was incredulous. More? After that?

Swift laughed, not quite wholeheartedly. ‘Oh yes. That’—he pointed airily at the beam—‘was a fraud. No one escapes a drumming in, however well they do the beam.’

Several lads around giggled at the trick, but the mood was friendly.

Only Blenkinsop looked peevish as he came forward to Boy. ‘Come on,’ he said roughly. ‘Get that rope off. It’s time for your little bro.’

‘Let me do it again,’ Boy said. ‘In place of him.’

Swift shook his head. ‘Can’t be done, young sport.’

Blenkinsop was very rough in getting the rope off. They swung the loose end over the beam, fished it in with one of the poles for opening the upper windows, swung it over the next beam, fished it in again, and tied it to the railing. Swift checked the knot and then looked at Blenkinsop as if he had needed all this time to reach a decision. ‘You’d better come and see me in my study when this is over,’ he said.

From the change in the hubbub outside, Caspar guessed that his turn had come. He stood, with pounding heart and lost stomach, and dropped his blanket. Causton stared at his tiny erection.

‘Why that?’ he asked, his eyes wide in disbelief and delight.

Caspar looked down and blushed. ‘That always happens when I have to think about cruelty. Like whipping slaves and things. Doesn’t it with you?’

‘I should say not! Not thinking about that, anyway!’

With only the upper gallery lights on there was too much shadow for many to notice Caspar’s strange condition. But Blenkinsop saw it. He brushed his hands down there many times as he tied the rope. In the end he was quite excited. Caspar was more bemused than embarrassed. He kept looking at the beam, working on how best to clamber up the stiffeners and walk along it.

Someone thrust a book into his hands. Eating Exercises it said on the cover; the spine, more truthfully, said Latin Exercises. ‘Take it to the middle of that beam and put it down. Then come back,’ Swift said.

‘Leave it there?’

‘Yes. If you do it fast enough, you’ll escape your drumming in.’

Right, Caspar thought. This isn’t so bad. His erection fell. He clamped the book between his teeth, knowing exactly the route he was going to take.

He sprang up onto the broad wooden handrail that capped the gallery railings, steadied his balance in a trice, and then made a further diagonal leap straight onto the collarbeam, crouching down at once to get under the slope of the rafters.

There was a gasp from those who saw the move from the side where he made the leap. Fractionally later, so quickly had he moved, there was an answering gasp as those on the other side saw him appear, miraculously, above their heads.

He barely paused, moving forward and rising as the slope allowed. When he reached the upper stiffener he leaped again, landing at a crouch three feet up; in the same move he dropped to his stomach and swung his legs down under the curve of the stiffener. He had judged it perfectly, for his feet came to rest on the midline of the beam. He swung the rest of himself under and once more crouched, this time beneath the curve. Again he went forward, rising as the curve rose until he was standing fully upright and sauntering out to the middle of the beam.

People were excited now, clapping and cheering and shouting encouragement. Caspar was as lithe and delightful to watch as an acrobat. Where he bent over to place the book exactly in the centre, a great sexual whoo! whoo! went up, almost unnerving him.

He stood again, smiling, and returned, almost exactly reversing the routine he had used in getting out. Just under thirty seconds from starting he was back again on the gallery, fighting off Blenkinsop, who had his hands all over him, trying to get off the rope. No one had ever walked the beam so quickly. Boy watched, regretting his jealousy but unable to master it as the congratulations showered on Caspar.

But there was already a move to form the gauntlet along the gallery for the drumming in. Eager lads lined up, at three-foot intervals, legs apart to make a long tunnel. ‘Drum drum drum drum …’ they began to chant in a gleeful monotony. Grinning, they looked over their shoulders and invited Boy to go to the head of the tunnel.

Drained now of all feeling, he walked mechanically to the end of the gallery. Caspar watched him pityingly, still believing himself to be saved from the ordeal by the speed he had shown on the beam.

‘You too,’ Swift said.

Caspar looked up at him in astonishment. ‘But you said—’

Swift smiled. ‘Don’t worry. No one has ever done it fast enough. But they’ll let you off very lightly. Cut along!’ He pointed to the end of the gallery, where Boy was beginning to crawl on hands and knees through the tunnel of trouser legs. As soon as his head was out of danger the rest of him became fair target; but the slaps he was getting were mere tokens—except from Blenkinsop, who had taken off a shoe and gave Boy two good belts with it before he had reached the sanctuary of the next fellow’s legs.

Caspar’s treatment was even milder, more like slaps on the back plus several quite tender caresses, especially from Blenkinsop.

But both the young Stevensons ended up with skinned knees and toes; all the goodwill in the school could not make the floor less abrasive.

Twelve minutes later, aching, sore of skin, but freshly bathed at the tap in the boot room and glowing in the sense of having gone through the fire, they fell into bed and settled to sleep. The gaslamp was never turned off, day or night; Boy lay watching it in those last drowsy moments of wakefulness, still doubting that Lorrimer had survived and wondering why no one but he seemed worried by the fact. In a frightening way that terrible business was beginning to appear almost normal in this place—too normal for the mind to dwell upon for very long.

Downstairs all the bucks had piled their mattresses at one end of the Barn and were raucously playing at what they called ‘Olympic games,’ which involved leaping and somersaulting into the soft pile, the most agile being favoured with loud cheers from the rest. Less energetic souls read tales of blood and thunder aloud by the firelight. The lucky ones grilled chops and lumps of sirloin over the fire. The mouth-watering pungency of sizzling fat penetrated every corner of Old School, reminding most how hollow their guts were. The joke was then to wait until the lucky one sat down, with his chop between two trenchers of bread, and then to shower him with ‘squibs’ of flaring lucifers; a chop in the hand could not honourably be snatched, but one dropped or put down while, say, part of a burning nightshirt was extinguished was fair booty. Not a boy there who would not far rather nurse blisters and the toothsome memory of the meat than go to bed unburned and grieve for its loss.

In Boy’s exhaustion the aroma of grilling meat delayed his sleep only by moments.

‘I put out the downstairs lights,’ de Lacy said, ‘when you were on the beam.’

Boy nodded as he fell asleep, hoping de Lacy had noticed the gesture.

Moments later, it seemed (in fact, it was almost forty-five minutes), he was awakened by Blenkinsop, who had come into the dorm to ‘see if Caspar’s knees needed any treatment.’ The inspection had entailed several minutes’ groping under the blankets. Then he had remembered Boy.

He shook him roughly awake; Boy came spiralling up through seven hundred layers of sleep. The shallower he got, the more he ached.

‘How dare you drop off to sleep, Stevenson ma?’ Blenkinsop asked in a gentle, almost conversational tone.

Boy blinked, unable to keep his eyes open. The words and the darkness spun around him.

‘How dare you?’ the senior repeated. ‘You needn’t think that we’ve forgotten the way you tried to blacken poor Lorrimer’s name. A man slips and falls and you, trying to make yourself out no end the hero, you accuse him of “unspeakable things.” Well, we’ve had quite enough of your heroics. We’ll just see how heroic you are.’

Boy was not jolted fully awake until Blenkinsop, swift as a snake, darted a hand under the blankets, grabbed the nearest ankle and jerked the foot—Boy’s left foot—out over the side of the bed. In the same quick move he pirouetted round and sat down on the leg, imprisoning it. Boy’s foot now lay pinioned, toes up, between Blenkinsop’s knees. A great knobbly hand held it painfully bunched and vulnerable. The toes already wept and smarted where the skin had rubbed away on the gallery floorboards.
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