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      Book One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Holding Mama’s hand tightly, I came out of the dark arches of the railway station and into the bright streets of the strange town. I was inclined to trust Mama, whom, until to-day, I had never seen before and whose worn, troubled face with faded blue eyes bore no resemblance to my mother’s face. But in spite of the bar of cream chocolate which she had got me from the automatic machine, she had so far failed to inspire me with affection. During the slow journey from Winton, seated opposite me in the third-class compartment, wearing a shabby grey dress pinned with a large cairngorm brooch, a thin necklet of fur, and a black-winged hat which drooped over her ear, she had gazed out of the window, her head to one side, her lips moving as she maintained a silent yet emotional conversation with herself, from time to time touching the corner of her eye with her handkerchief as though removing a fly.


    But now that we were out of the train she made an effort to put away her mood; she smiled at me and pressed my hand.


    “You’re a good man not to cry any more. Do you think you can walk to the house? It’s not too far.”


    Anxious to please, I replied that I could walk, so we did not take the solitary cab which stood outside the arches, but set off down the High Street, Mama attempting to interest me in the points of importance which we passed.


    The pavement kept lifting and falling; the rough seas of the Irish Channel were still pounding in my head; I felt a little deaf from the thrumming of the Viper’s propellers. But opposite a handsome building, with polished granite pillars, set back from the street behind two iron cannon and a flagstaff, I heard her say, with gentle pride:


    “These are the Levenford Municipal Offices, Robert. Mr. Leckie … Papa … works there, in charge of the Health Department.”


    “Papa,” I thought, giddily. “ That is Mama’s husband … my mother’s father.”


    My footsteps were already flagging and Mama was looking at me with solicitude.


    “It’s too bad the trams are off to-day,” she said.


    I was much more tired than I had thought; and rather frightened. The town, harshly lit by the grey September afternoon, was full of cobblestones and sounds far less reassuring than the familiar, steady hum of traffic flowing past the open window of my home in Phœnix Terrace. A great ra-ta-tap of hammers came from the Shipyard, and from the Boilerworks, which Mama pointed out with a cracked gloved finger, there arose terrifying spurts of flame and steam. They were re-laying tramway lines in the street. At the corners little gusts of wind eddied up the dust into my swollen eyes, started off my cough.


    Presently, however, we left the noise and confusion behind, crossed an open common with a pond and a circular bandstand, entered a quiet suburb which seemed part of a small country village very pleasantly situated beneath a wooded hill. Here were trees and green fields, a few old-fashioned little shops and cottages, a smithy with a horses’ drinking trough outside, and prim new villas with painted cast-iron railings, neat flower beds, and proud titles like HELENSVILLE and GLENELG lettered in gilt on the coloured glass fanlights above the front doors.


    We stopped at last, halfway along Drumbuck Road, before a tall semi-detached house of grey sandstone with yellow lace window curtains and the name LOMOND VIEW. It was the least imposing of the houses in the quiet street—only the facings of the doors and windows were of masoned stone, the rest had been left rough, an appearance vaguely unprosperous, yet redeemed by a front garden surprisingly aglow with yellow chrysanthemums.


    “Here we are, then, Robert.” Mrs. Leckie addressed me in that same tone of anxious welcome, heightened by a sense of arrival. “A beautiful view of the Ben we get on a clear day. We’re nice and near Drumbuck village too. Levenford’s a smoky old town but there’s lovely country round about. Wipe your eyes, there’s a dear, and come away in.”


    I had lost my handkerchief throwing biscuits to the gulls, but I followed obediently round the side of the house, my heart throbbing anew with the dread of things unknown. The matronly yet misguided words of our Dublin neighbour, Mrs. Chapman, as she kissed me goodbye that morning at the Winton docks, before surrendering me to Mama, rang in my ears: “What’ll happen to you next, poor boy?”


    At the back door Mama paused: a young man of about nineteen, working on his knees in a newly turned flower plot, had risen at our approach, still holding a trowel. He had a ponderous and stolid air, heightened by a pale complexion, a bush of black hair, and large thick spectacles which condensed his nearsighted eyes.


    “You’re at it again, Murdoch.” Mama could not restrain an exclamation of gentle reproach. Then, bringing me forward: “ This is Robert.”


    Murdoch continued to gaze at me heavily, framed by the trim back-green with iron clothes poles at the corners—a bed of rhubarb at one side; on the other, a rockery of honeycombed grey lava, spread with soot to kill the slugs. At last, with great solemnity, he expressed his thought.


    “Well, well! So this is him, at last.”


    Mama nodded, nervous sadness again touching her eyes; and a moment later Murdoch held out to me, almost dramatically, a large hand, encrusted and stiff with good earth.


    “I’m glad to meet you, Robert. You can depend on me.” He turned his big lenses earnestly upon Mama. “ It’s just these asters I got given me from the Nursery, Mama. They didn’t cost a thing.”


    “Well anyway, dear,” Mama said, turning, “see you’re washed up before Papa comes in. You know how it riles him to catch you out here.”


    “I’m just finishing. I’ll be with you in a minute.” Preparing to kneel again, Murdoch further reassured his mother as she led me through the doorway. “I set the potatoes to boil for you, Mama.”


    We passed through the scullery to the kitchen—arranged as a living-room with uncomfortable carved mahagony furniture, and diced varnished wallpaper which reflected the furious echoes of a “waggity” clock. Having told me to sit down and rest, Mama removed the long pins from her hat and held them in her mouth while she folded her veil. She then pinned hat and veil together, hung them with her coat in the curtained recess and, putting on a blue wrapper that hung behind the door, began with greater confidence to move to and fro over the worn brown linoleum, giving me soft encouraging looks while I sat, stiff and scarcely breathing in this alien house, on the edge of a horsehair-covered chair beside the range.


    “We’re having our dinner in the evening, dear, seeing I was away. When Papa comes in, try and not let him see you crying. It’s been a great grief for him as well. And he has a lot to worry him—such a responsible position in the town. Kate, my other daughter, will be in any minute, too. She’s a pupil teacher.… Maybe your mother told you.” As my lip drooped she went on hurriedly: “ Oh, I know it’s confusing, even for a big man like yourself, to be meeting all his mother’s folks for the first time. And there’s more to come.” She was trying, amidst her preoccupations, to coax a smile from me. “There’s Adam, my oldest son, who is doing wonderfully in the insurance business in Winton—he doesn’t stay with us, but runs down when he can manage. Then there’s Papa’s mother.… She’s away visiting some friends just now … but she spends about half of her time with us. And lastly, there’s my father who lives here always—he’s your great-grandpa Gow.” While my head reeled with this jumble of unknown relatives her faint smile ventured forth again. “It isn’t every boy who has a great-grandpa, I can tell you. It’s quite an honour. You can just call him ‘Grandpa,’ though, for short. When I have his tray ready you can take it upstairs to him. Say how do you do, and help me at the same time.”


    Beside laying the table for five, she had, with a practised hand prepared a battered black japanned tray, oval-shaped and with a rose painted in the centre, setting upon it a moustache cup of ribbed white china filled with tea, a plate of jam, cheese, and three slices of bread.


    Watching her, I wondered, aloud, rather huskily: “Does Grandpa not eat his food downstairs?”


    Mama seemed slightly embarrassed. “No, dear, he has it in his room.” She lifted the tray and held it out to me. “ Can you manage? Right up to the top floor. Be careful and not fall.”


    Bearing the tray, I climbed the unfamiliar stairs shakily, confused by the steep treads and the shiny, waxcloth “runner.” Only a fragment of the dwindling afternoon was admitted by the high skylight. On the second landing opposite a boxed-in cistern, I tried the first of the two doors. It was locked. The other, however, yielded to my uncertain touch.


    I entered a strange, interesting, dreadfully untidy room. The high brass bed in the corner, with its patchwork quilt and lopsided knobs, was still unmade; the bearskin hearthrug was rumpled; the towel on the splashed mahogany washstand hung awry. My eye was caught by a black marble timepiece of the “ presentation” variety lying upon its side on the littered mantelpiece with its inside in pieces beside it. I felt a queer smell of tobacco smoke and past meals, a blending of complex and intricate smells, forming, as it were, the bouquet of a room much lived-in.


    Wearing burst green carpet slippers and dilapidated homespun, my great-grandpa was sunk deeply in the massive ruin of a horse-hair armchair by the rusty fireplace, steadily driving a pen over a long thick sheet of paper which lay, with the original document he was copying, on the yellow-green cover of the low table before him. On one hand stood a formidable collection of walking sticks, on the other a box of newssheet spills and a long rack of clay pipes, with metal caps, filled and ready.


    He was a large-framed man, of more than average height, perhaps about seventy, with a pink complexion and a mane of still faintly ruddy hair flying gallantly behind his collar. It was, in fact, red hair which had lost a little of its ardour without yet turning white, and the result was a remarkable shade, golden in some lights. His beard and moustache, which curled belligerently, were of the same tinge. Though the white of his eyes were peculiarly specked with yellow, the pupils remained clear, penetrating and blue, not the faded blue of Mama’s eyes, but a virile and electric blue, a forget-me-not blue, conspicuous and altogether charming. But his most remarkable feature was his nose. It was a large nose, large, red and bulbous; as I gazed, awestruck, I could think of no more apt simile than to liken it to a ripe, enormous strawberry, for it was of the identical colour, and was even peppered with tiny holes like the seed pits of that luscious fruit. The organ dominated his entire visage; I had never seen such a curious nose, never.


    By this time he had ceased to write and, bestowing his pen behind his ear, he turned slowly to regard me. The broken springs of the seat, despite the brown paper stuffed around them, twanged musically at the shifting of his weight, as though ushering in the drama of our acquaintance. We stared at each other in silence and, forgetting the momentary fascination of his nose, I flushed to think of the wretched picture I must make for him standing there in my ready-made black suit, one stocking falling down, shoelaces loose, my face pale and tear-stained, my hair inescapably red.


    Still silent, he pushed aside his papers, made a gesture, nervous but forceful, towards the cleared space on the table. I put the tray down on it. Barely taking his eyes off me, he began to eat, rapidly, and with a sort of grand indifference, partaking of cheese and jam indiscriminately, folding over his bread, soaking his crusts in his tea, washing everything down with a final draught. Then, wiping his whiskers with a downward sweep, he reached out instinctively—as though the business of eating was a mere preamble to tobacco, or even better things—and lit a pipe.


    “So you are Robert Shannon?” His voice was reserved, yet companionable.


    “Yes, Grandpa.” Though my answer came strained and apologetic, I had remembered the instruction to omit his “ great.”


    “Did you have a good journey?”


    “I think so, Grandpa.”


    “Ay, ay, they’re nice boats, the Adder and the Viper. I used to see them berth when I was in the Excise. The Adder has a white line on her understrake, that’s how you tell the difference between them. Can you play draughts?”


    “No, Grandpa.”


    He nodded encouragingly, yet with a trace of condescension.


    “You will in due course, boy, if you stay here. I understand you are going to stay.”


    “Yes, Grandpa. Mrs. Chapman said there was no place else for me to go.” A forlorn wave, warm with self-pity, gushed over me.


    Suddenly I had a wild craving for his sympathy, an unbearable longing to unbosom myself of my terrible predicament. Did he know that my father had died of consumption, the spectral family malady which had carried off his two sisters before him—which had infected and with terrible rapidity, destroyed my mother—which, it was whispered, had even laid a little finger, beguilingly, on me …?


    But Grandpa, taking a few musing puffs, looking me through and through with an ironic twist of his lips, had already turned the subject.


    “You’re eight, aren’t you?”


    “Almost, Grandpa.”


    I wished to make myself as young as possible, but Grandpa was implacable. “It’s an age when a boy should stand up for himself.… Though I will say there might be more of ye. Do you like to walk?”


    “I’ve never tried it much, Grandpa. I walked to the Giant’s Causeway when we went on our holidays to Portrush. But we took the miniature railway back.”


    “Just so. Well, we’ll take a few turns, you and me, and see what good Scottish air does to us.” He paused, for the first time communing with himself. “I’m glad you have my hair. The Gow ginger. Your mother had it too, poor lass.”


    I could no longer hold back that warm tide—almost from habit I burst into tears. Ever since my mother’s funeral the week before the mere mention of her name produced this reflex, fostered by the sympathy it always brought me. Yet on this occasion I received neither the broad-bosomed petting of Mrs. Chapman nor the snuff-scented condolences which Father Shanley of St. Dominic’s had lavished upon me. And soon the consciousness of my great-grandpa’s disapproval made me painfully confused; I tried to stop, choked, and began to cough. I coughed and coughed, until I had to hold my side. It was one of the most impressive bouts I had ever had, rivalling even the severest of my father’s coughs. I was, to be truthful, rather proud of it and when it ceased I gazed at him expectantly.


    But he gave me no solace, uttered not a word. Instead he took a tin box from his waistcoat pocket, pressed open the lid, selected a large flat peppermint, known as an “ oddfellow,” from the number within. I thought he was about to offer it to me but to my surprise and chagrin he did not, placing it calmly in his own mouth. Then he declared severely:


    “If there is one thing I cannot abide, it is a greeting bairn. Robert, your tear-bag seems precious near your eye. You must pull yourself together, boy.” He removed the pen from his ear and threw out his chest. “ In my life I’ve had to contend with a wheen of difficulties. Do you think I’d have won through if I’d laid down under them?”


    Grandpa seemed about to launch forth on a profound and rather pompous dissertation; but at that moment a hand-bell tinkled on the ground floor. He broke off—disappointed, I thought—and with the stem of his pipe made a wave of dismissal, indicating that I should go below. As he resumed his writing, I took up the empty tray and crept, abashed, towards the door.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Downstairs, Mr. Leckie, Kate and Murdoch had come in and, with Mama, were awaiting me in the kitchen, their sudden silence, which immobilized the room, indicating that I had been the subject of their conversation. Like most solitary children I had a painful shyness, exaggerated in my present state, and, with a confused understanding of the deep estrangement which had existed between my mother and Papa, I shrank into a kind of daze when, after a pause, he limped forward, took my hand, held it, then after a moment bent down and kissed me on the brow.


    “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Robert. No one regrets more than I that we haven’t met before.”


    His voice was not angry, as I had vaguely feared, but subdued and depressed. I told myself I must not cry, yet it was hard not to, when Kate also bent down and kissed me, awkwardly, but with generous intention.


    “Let’s sit in then.” Mama, showing me to my place, again put on her veneer of brightness. “ Nearly half-past six. You must be famished, son.”


    When we were seated, Papa, at the head of the table, lowered his eyes and said grace: a long, strange grace which I had never heard before, and he did not bless himself either. He began to slice the steaming corned beef in the oval ashet before him, while Mama served the potatoes and cabbage, at the other end.


    “There!” Papa said, with the air of giving me a nice piece, his movements precise and correct. He was a small, rather insignificant man of forty-seven, with a narrow face, pale features and small eyes. His dark moustache was waxed out straight and his hair streaked over his scalp to conceal his baldness. His expression was marked by that faint touch of resignation seen on the faces of people who know they are conscientious and industrious yet have not been recognized or, in their own opinion, adequately rewarded by life. He wore a low starched collar, a made black tie, and an interesting, if unexpected, double-breasted suit of blue serge with brass buttons. A uniform cap, with a glazed peak, not unlike a naval officer’s, lay on the chest of drawers behind him.


    “Eat your cabbage with the meat, Robert.” He leant forward and patted me on the shoulder. “It’s very nourishing.”


    Under all these eyes I was finding it difficult to manage the strange bone-handled knife and fork, much longer than my own, and very slippery. Also, I did not like cabbage; and my small slice of beef was terribly salt and stringy. My father, in his gay style, had insisted that “ nothing but the best” should appear on our table at Phœnix Crescent and he often came home from the office with some extra delicacy like guava jelly or Whitstable oysters—indeed, I was a thoroughly spoiled child, my appetite so pampered and capricious that often in the past six months my mother had bribed me with sixpence and a kiss to eat a slice of chicken. Yet I felt I could not displease Papa; I choked down some of the watery vegetable.


    With my attention apparently diverted, Papa looked down the table at Mama, reverting, guardedly, yet in a worried fashion, to their interrupted conversation.


    “Mrs. Chapman didn’t ask anything?”


    “No, indeed.” Mama answered in a lowered tone. “Though she must have been out of pocket over the fares and what not. She seemed a good, sensible woman.”


    Papa exhaled a little breath. “It’s a relief to find some decency left in the world. Did you have to take a cab?”


    “No … there was nothing much to bring. He has grown out of most of his things. And it seems the men took everything.”


    An inward spasm seemed to grip Papa, he stared at a painful vision in the air, murmuring: “One extravagance after another. Small wonder there was nothing left.”


    “Oh, Papa, there was such a lot of illness.”


    “But not much common sense. Why didn’t they insure? A good sound policy would have taken care of everything.” His hollow eye fell upon me as, with growing languor, I tried hard to clear my plate. “That’s a good boy, Robert. We waste nothing in this house.”


    Kate, who sat across the table moodily viewing the twilight through the window as though the conversation were devoid of interest, gave me an odd sustaining kind of smile. Though she was twenty-one, only three years younger than my mother, I was surprised how little she resembled her. Where my mother had been pretty she was plain, with pale eyes, high cheekbones, and a dry, chapped, florid skin. Her hair was colourless, as if caught in a neutral state between the Gow red and the Leckie black.


    “You’ve been to school, I suppose?”


    “Yes.” I flushed, simply from being spoken to; speaking was a great effort, “To Miss Barty’s in the Crescent.”


    Kate nodded understandingly. “Was it nice?”


    “Oh, very nice. If you made a good answer, at Catechism or General Intelligence, Miss Barty gave you a sugar dragee out of the bottle in the cupboard.”


    “We have a fine school in Levenford. I think you’ll like it.”


    Papa cleared his throat. “ I thought the John Street Elementary … with you, Kate … would be very suitable.”


    Kate removed her eyes from the window and gazed directly at Papa—resistant, almost sullen. “ You know John Street is a wretched little school. He must go to the Academy, where we all went. In your position you can’t do otherwise.”


    “Well…” Papa’s eyes fell. “ Maybe … but not till the half term.… That’s October fourteenth, isn’t it? Give him some questions and see what standard he’s fit for.”


    Kate shook her head shortly.


    “At this moment he’d dead with tiredness and ought to be in bed. Who is he sleeping with?”


    Startled out of my growing drowsiness, I blinked at Mama while she meditated, as though her perplexities had prevented her from considering the matter before.


    “He’s too big a boy for you, Kate … and your bed is very narrow, Murdoch … besides you’re so often up late, studying. Why don’t we put him in Grandma’s room, Papa? While she’s away, I mean.”


    Papa dismissed the suggestion with a shake of his head. “She pays good money for her room. We can’t disturb it without consulting her. And she’ll be coming back soon.”


    So far Murdoch had been silent, eating stolidly, scrutinizing his food closely, inspecting each slice of bread like a detective, and from time to time picking up a textbook that lay beside his plate, holding it so close to his face he almost seemed to smell it. Now, he glanced up with a practical air.


    “He must go in with Grandpa. It’s the obvious solution.”


    Papa made a sign of agreement, though his face clouded at the mention of Grandpa’s name.


    It was settled. Half asleep though I was, my heart sank at the awfulness of this new prospect, this fresh link in the chain of my miseries, binding me to that strange and intimidating personality upstairs. But I was afraid to protest, too weary even to hold up my lids as Kate pushed back her chair.


    “Come then, dear. Is the water hot, Mama?”


    “I think so. But there’s the dishes. Don’t run off too much.”


    In the cramped bathroom Kate helped me to take off my clothes, her face flushing queerly as I reached a state of nakedness. There were only six inches of tepid water in the boxed-in bath which was yellowish at the waste and rough from re-enamelling. She stooped to wash me with the cloth and the block of gritty yellow soap. My head was nodding; my eyes were too heavy to exude further tears. I submitted as she dried me and again put on my day shirt. The bolt on the bathroom door clicked. We were going upstairs. And there, on the landing, looming out of the haze, the waves, the ship’s vibration, the roar of tunnels, holding out his hand, to take me, was Grandpa.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Grandpa was a difficult sleeper, snoring loudly, tossing on the lumpy flock mattress, squeezing me flat against the wall. In spite of this, I slept heavily, but as dawn came I had a bad dream. I saw my father in a long white nightshirt, breathing in and out of his green tea inhaler, that little brass tank with red rubber tubes which one of his business friends had recommended to him when the other medicines did no good. From time to time he paused, his brown eyes full of fun, to laugh and joke with my mother, who stood watching him with her hands clasped feverishly together. Then the doctor entered, an elderly man with a grey unsmiling face. A moment later there came a clap of thunder, a great black horse with nodding black plumes charged into the room, and I hid my face in grief and terror as my mother and father mounted upon its back and galloped off.


    I opened my eyes, perspiring, my heart quivering in my throat, to find the morning sun streaming into the room. Standing at the window, almost dressed, Grandpa was rolling up the creaky blind.


    “Did I wake you?” He turned. “It’s a grand day, and high time you were up.”


    As I rose and began to pull on my clothes he explained that Kate had already set off for her teaching and Murdoch was on his way to get his train for Sherry’s College in Winton—where he was preparing for a position in the post office branch of the Civil Service. Whenever Papa departed for his work the coast would be clear for us to go down. It came to me as a mild shock when Grandpa told me that Papa, despite his fine uniform, was only the district Sanitary Inspector. Papa’s great ambition was to be Superintendent of the Waterworks, but his present duties—Grandpa smiled indescribably—were to see that everybody kept their garbage cans and water closets in good order.


    Almost immediately, we heard the slam of the front door; Mama came to the foot of the stairs and called us.


    “How did you two get on?” She greeted us with a faint confederate’s smile on her troubled face, as though we were schoolboys, up to all sorts of tricks.


    “Nicely, Hannah, thank you.” Grandpa answered courteously, seating himself in Papa’s chair, with the wooden arms, at the head of the table. This morning meal, I soon learned, was the only one he took outside the confines of his room and he set much store by it. The kitchen was cozy from the range fire; there were crumbs and stains at Murdoch’s place; a sense of intimacy bound the three of us as Mama spooned out cocoa into three cups from the Van Houten’s tin and poured in boiling water from the big black-leaded kettle.


    “I was wondering, Father,” she said, “ if you’d take Robert with you this morning?”


    “Certainly, Hannah.” Grandpa answered politely, but with reserve.


    “I know you’ll help all you can.” She seemed to speak for his ear alone. “ Things may be a little difficult at first.”


    “Tuts!” Grandpa raised his cup with both hands. “ There’s no need to meet trouble halfway, my lass.”


    Mama continued to gaze at him with that sad, half-hidden smile, a particular expression which, equally with that half-shake of her head, I saw to be the mark of her fondness for him. As we finished our breakfast she went out for a moment, returning with his stick and hard square hat, and the documents which I had seen him copying the day before. She carefully brushed the hat, which was old and faded, then retied more securely the thin red tape which bound the papers.


    “A man of your parts shouldn’t be doing this, Father. But you know it helps.”


    Grandpa smiled inscrutably, got up from the table and put on his hat with an air. Mama then saw us to the door. Here she came very close to Grandpa and gazed deeply, meaningly, with all her anxious heart, into his blue eyes. In a low voice she said:


    “Now you promise me, Father.”


    

      “Tch, Hannah! What a woman you are to fash!” He smiled at her indulgently and, taking my hand in his, set off down the road.


    Soon we reached the tramway terminus, where a red tram stood waiting, the conductor swinging the trolley-pole, making contact with the overhead wire amidst a crackle of blue sparks—still quite a novelty in that year. Grandpa led me to the front seat on the open upper deck. I held his hand more tightly and he gave me a side glance of communicative ardour as we slid off with gathering momentum down the slight incline from the Toll, making swift and bounding progress through the morning air towards Levenford.


    “Tickets, please. All tickets, please.” I heard the ping of the conductor’s punch approaching, the rattling of the coins in his bag, but Grandpa, staring ahead, with his chin on his stick and his hair flying in the wind, had fallen into a kind of trance from which my appealing look, and the official’s demand, entirely failed to rouse him. Such was his absorption, so statuesque his attitude, that the conductor paused doubtfully beside us, whereupon Grandpa, without a movement of his position, infused into his immobile countenance such a protestation of good-fellowship and secret understanding, topped off by a wink so full of complicity and promise, that the man broke into a kind of sheepish grin.


    “It’s you, Dandie,” he said, and, after a moment’s hesitation, brushed past us.


    I was overcome by this example of my grandpa’s prestige, but presently I recognized that we were in the High Street, opposite the Municipal offices. Here Grandpa descended, with dignity, and led the way towards a low building with a short outside flight of steps and a big brass plate, the name almost polished away: DUNCAN MCKELLAR, SOLICITOR. The windows on either side of the door were half screened by a kind of gauze, the one bearing, in faded gilt letters, the title LEVENFORD BUILDING SOCIETY, the other ROCK ASSURANCE COMPANY. As Grandpa entered this office much of his swagger was replaced by a sort of limpid humility, which, however, did not prevent him from throwing me a comical grimace when an unprepossessing woman with glossy cuffs put her head through a hatch and told us severely that Mr. McKellar was engaged with Provost Blair and that we must wait. I was soon to learn that sour women always disagreed with Grandpa and made him pull this face.


    After about five minutes the inner door opened and a prosperous, dark-bearded man came through the waiting room, putting on his hat. His attentive glance confused me; and suddenly, with a disapproving frown at Grandpa, he drew up before us.


    “So this is the boy?”


    “It is, Provost,” Grandpa answered.


    Provost Blair stared me through and through, like a man who knew my history better than I did myself, so manifestly reviewing in his mind events connected with me, incidents of such a terrible and discreditable nature, that I felt my legs shaking beneath me from shame.


    “You won’t have had time to make friends with boys of your own age?” He spoke with reassuring mildness.


    “No, sir.”


    “My boy, Gavin, would play with you. He’s not much older than you. Come over to the house one day soon. It’s quite near, in Drumbuck Road.”


    I hung my head. I could not tell him I had no desire to play with this unknown Gavin. He stood for a moment rather indecisively stroking his chin, then, with another nod, he went out.


    Mr. McKellar was now free to give us his attention. His inner office, although old-fashioned, was very handsome indeed with a mahogany desk, a red-patterned carpet into which my feet sank, several silver cups on the mantelpiece and, on the dull green walls, framed photographs of important-looking men. Seated in his swivel chair, Mr. McKellar spoke without looking up.


    “They’ve kept you cooling your heels, Dandie. Have you the work done? Or is some poor lass suing you …” Raising his head he noticed me and broke off as if I had spoiled his joke. He was a solid red-faced man of about fifty, clean-shaven, close-cropped, and sober in his dress. His eyes, beneath sandy tufted brows, were dry and penetrating but there was the hint of good nature behind them. His red underlip, naturally full, protruded judicially as he took the papers which Grandpa handed him and cast a glance over them.


    “God help us, Dandie, but you’re a bonny writer. Fair copperplate. I wish ye’d made as good a job of yourself as ye have of this deed of transfer.”


    Grandpa’s laugh sounded a trifle forced. “Man proposes and God disposes, lawyer. I’m grateful for the work you give me.”


    “Then keep away from the demon.” Mr. McKellar made a note on the book before him. “ I’ll credit this with the rest. Our friend Leckie,” his tongue went into his cheek, “ will get the cheque the end of the month. I see you have the new arrival.”


    He sat back, his eyes resting on me perhaps more shrewdly than the Provost’s. Then, as though admitting a fact against his better judgment, as if implying, indeed, that he had expected some fearful and distressing freak to stand before him as the result of that horrible chain of circumstances which had passed before his vision, he murmured: “It’s a nice enough boy. He’ll not have his troubles to seek, or I’m much mistaken.”


    With due deliberation he selected a shilling from the loose change in his pocket and handed it across the desk to Grandpa.


    “Buy the little son of Belial a lemonade, Dandle. And away with you. Miss Glennie will give you another deed. I’m rushed to death.”


    Grandpa left the office in excellent humour, inflating his chest as though savouring the breeze. As we came down the steps, he directed my attention to the other side of the street. Two tinker-women were making the rounds with baskets and wickerwork. One, the younger, stalwart and brown-faced, with that flaming orange hair so often seen amongst the roving Scottish gypsies, was carrying her burden on her head, swaying a little as she walked, her upstretched arms making firmer her strong bosom.


    “There, boy,” Grandpa exclaimed, almost with reverence. “Is that not a pleasant sight on a fine fresh autumn day?”


    I could not follow his meaning—indeed, the two beshawled gypsies seemed to me quite beneath our notice. But I was very much cast down by certain obscure implications of the scene in the lawyer’s office and, feeling myself more of a mystery than ever, I did not press the matter, but wrinkled my forehead in thought as we began our leisurely return. Why was I such a curiosity to all these people? What made them shake their heads over me?


    The truth, though I could not guess it, was simple. In this small, prejudiced Scots town it was accepted history that my mother, a pretty and popular girl “who might have set her cap at anyone,” had thoroughly disgraced herself by marrying my father, Owen Shannon, a stranger whom she had met while on vacation, a Dubliner, in fact, who had no family connections, held only an unimportant post in a firm of tea importers and had nothing to recommend him but his high spirits and good looks—if indeed such attributes could be considered a recommendation. No account was taken of the years of happiness which ensued. His death, followed so sensationally by hers, was regarded as a just retribution; and my appearance on the Leckie doorstep, without means of support, as certain evidence of the judgment of Providence.


    Grandpa took the “Common way,” which afforded us a view of the pond, and at the end of half an hour brought us, by an unexpected twist, to Drumbuck village—which Mama and I had skirted the day before—just as the noon hooter sounded musically from the now distant Works.


    It was a pretty place, set beneath a slow rise of woods and traversed by a brook which ran beneath two stone bridges. We passed a little sweetshop filled with “lucky bags” and “ bouncers” and liquorice straps, with the sign TIBBIE MINNS, LICENSED TO SELL TOBACCO above; then the open door of a cottage where a weaver sat working his loom. Across the road I could see the blacksmith shoeing a white horse, bent, with the hoof in his leather apron, a glow of red in the dark forge behind, a delicious smell of singeing horn wafting over.


    Grandpa seemed to know everyone, even the hawker selling finnan haddies from a barrow and the woman who cried: “Rhubarb, jeelie rhubarb! Twa bawbees the quairter stane!” In his passage of the village street he gave and received most cordial salutations—I felt him to be a really great person.


    “How do, Saddler!”


    “How’s yourself, Dandie?”


    The stout red-faced man standing in his shirt sleeves on the step of the Drumbuck Arms was so especially friendly in his greeting that Grandpa stopped, pushed back his hat and wiped his brow with an air of pleasurable anticipation.


    “We mustn’t forget your lemonade, boy.”


    While he entered the Arms I sat on the warm stone step of the open side door, watching some white chickens pecking at spilled corn in the dusty yard with the greedy haste of intruders, conscious of the drowsy noontime peace of the village, and of Miss Minns, guardian of the sweetshop, peering across at me from behind her sea-green window, her dark shape dim and a little distorted by the blown glass so that she looked like a small marine monster swimming in a tank.


    Presently Grandpa brought me a tumbler of lemonade which fizzed over my tongue, thickening my saliva deliciously. I watched him as he returned to his place amongst the midday gathering in the cool dim interior, first emptying a small thick glass with a single expert tilt, then, while he talked very prosily and importantly with the others, drinking from a big foamy tankard, in slow draughts, washing in and consolidating that first superior golden liquid.


    At this point I was distracted by the cries and evolutions of two little girls who were bowling their hoops upon the village green across from the inn. As I was lonely, as Grandpa looked settled for a very long time, I rose, and in a gradual and indirect manner approached the edge of the green. I might not care much for strange boys but most of Miss Barty’s pupils had been girls and I was almost at ease with them.


    While her companion continued to strike her hoop furiously in the distance, the younger of the little girls had paused in her exertions and seated herself on a bench. She was about my own age, wore a tartan skirt with shoulder straps and was singing, singing to herself. While she sang I placed myself, unobtrusively, upon the extreme edge of the bench, and began to examine a scratch on my knee. When she had finished, there was a silence; then, as I had hoped, she turned to me in a friendly and inquiring fashion.


    “Can you sing any songs?”


    I shook my head sadly. I could not sing a note, indeed the only song I knew was one my father had tried to teach me about a beautiful lady who had died in disgrace. Still, I liked this little girl with brown eyes and curly dark hair pressed back from her white forehead by a semicircular comb. I was anxious not to let the conversation die.


    “Is your hoop made of iron?”


    “Oh, of course. But why do you say ‘hoop’? We call it a ‘gird.’ And this stick we guide it with is a ‘cleek.’”


    Ashamed of my ignorance, which had revealed me so quickly as a stranger, I glanced at her companion, now attacking her gird to drive it towards us.


    “Is that your sister?”


    She smiled, but quietly, and with kindness. “Louisa is my cousin, visiting me from Ardfillan. My name is Alison Keith. I live with my mother over there.” She indicated an imposing roof, embowered by trees, on the far side of the village.


    Humbled by my fresh mistake and the sense of her superior dwelling, I greeted the bouncing arrival of Louisa with a defensive smile.


    “Hullo!” Arresting her gird with great skill, Louisa, rather short o breath, looked at me askance. “Where did you spring from?”


    She was about twelve, with long flaxen hair, which she tossed about with a bossy importance, which made me long to shine before her, for my own and Alison’s sake.


    “I came from Dublin yesterday.”


    “Dublin. Good gracious!” She interpolated in a singsong voice: “Dublin is the capital of Ireland.” Then paused. “Were you born there?”


    I nodded my head, warmly aware of the interest in her gaze.


    “Then you must be Irish?”


    “I’m Irish and Scottish,” I answered rather boastfully.


    Far from impressed, Louisa considered me with a patronizing air.


    “You can’t be two things, that’s quite impossible. It all sounds most peculiar.” A sudden thought seemed to strike her, she grew rigid, gazing at me with the sharp suspicion of an inquisitor.


    “What church do you go to?”


    I smiled loftily—as if I did not know. “ To St. Dominic’s,” I was about to answer, when suddenly the gleam, the burning, in her eye awoke in me primeval instincts of defence.


    “Just an ordinary church. It has a big steeple. Quite near us in Phœnix Crescent too.” Flustered, I tried to dismiss the topic by jumping up and beginning to “burl the wilkies”—my sole physical accomplishment, which consisted in turning head over heels three times.


    When I got up, red-faced, Louisa’s disconcerting stare remained upon me and her tone held an artlessness more cruel than any accusation.


    “I was beginning to be afraid you were a Catholic.” She smiled. Redder than ever, I faltered: “What ever put that idea in your head?”


    “Oh, I don’t know. It’s lucky you’re not.”


    Overcome, I gazed at my shoes, more painfully embarrassed by the fact that Alison’s eyes were reflecting something of my own distress. Still smiling, Louisa tossed her long hair back.


    “Are you going to stay here?”


    “Yes, I am.” I spoke from between stiff, unwilling lips. “ I’m going to the Academy in three weeks if you want to know.”


    “The Academy! That’s your school, Alison. Oh, my goodness, it’s lucky you’re not what I thought. Why, I shouldn’t think there’s a single one in the whole Academy. Is there, Alison?”


    Alison shook her head, with her eyes on the ground. I felt my eyelids smart; then, with a plunging movement, Louisa laughed gaily, finally.


    “We must go for lunch now.” She took up her gird primly, crushing me with her bright compassion. “Don’t look so miserable.


    You’ll be quite all right if what you’ve said is true. Come along, Alison.”


    As they departed, Alison winged to me, over her shoulder, a look filled with sorrowful sympathy. But it did little to lift me, so overwhelmed was I by this terrible and unforseen catastrophe. Frozen with mortification, I stood watching their dwindling figures in a kind of daze until I became aware of Grandpa calling me from the other side of the street.


    He was smiling broadly when I went over, his eyes bright, his hat cocked at a jaunty angle. As we started off in the direction of Lomond View he clapped me approvingly upon the back.


    “You seem very successful with the ladies, Robie. That was the little Keith girl was it not?”


    “Yes, Grandpa,” I mumbled.


    “Nice people.” Grandpa spoke complacently, with unsuspected snobbishness. “ Her father was captain of the P. and O. Rawalpindi … before he died. The mother is a fine woman, though not overstrong. She plays the piano something beautiful … and the little girl sings like a lintie. What’s the matter with you?”


    “Nothing, Grandpa. Nothing at all.”


    He shook his head over me, and to my acute embarrassment started to whistle. He was a beautiful whistler, clear and melodious, but quite careless of his own loudness. Approaching the house, he fell into a sort of hum:


    

      “Oh, my luve is like a red, red rose,
That’s newly sprung in June …”


    


    He put a clove in his mouth, murmuring to me, with a confidential air:


    “You needn’t mention our little refreshment to Mama. She’s an awful one to fash.”


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    I think it was Mama’s strategy, at this early stage, to keep me out of the way of the other members of the household. Often I did not see Papa until the evening, for, when he had a “smoke test” or a “ milk prosecution” on hand, he did not return for lunch. His devotion to his work was exemplary; even at night he seldom relaxed, seating himself in his corner chair with an official report on plumbing or adulterated foods. He went out only on Thursday evenings to attend the weekly business meeting of the Levenford Building Society.


    Murdoch was away most of the day at college. When he came in he lingered as long as possible over his supper; then, although he often seemed to want to talk to me, he spread his books all over the table and placed himself, with an air of heavy resignation, before them.


    Kate reappeared from her teaching for the midday meal, but she was oddly uncommunicative and in the evenings she rarely joined the family circle. If she did not go out to visit her friend Bessie Ewing, she retired to her room to correct exercise books or to read, banging the door behind her, those queer bumps on her forehead standing out plainly as evidence of her inward turmoil.


    It was not surprising that, while awaiting my beginning at the Academy, I fell more and more into Grandpa’s hands. Apart from his copying he had little to do, and although he pretended to regard me as a nuisance he did not altogether disdain my awed companionship. Most afternoons when it was fine he took me to Drumbuck Green to watch him win at “the marleys,” a game of china bowls which he played majestically with two friends: Saddler Boag, a stout short-tempered gentleman who had kept the village harness shop for thirty years, and Peter Dickie, a small and sparrowy ex-postman who told me that in his time he had walked a distance equal to halfway round the world, and who was now deeply interested in Halley’s Comet—which, he feared, might strike the earth at any moment. Grandpa’s bowls were pale pink checked with brown. How wonderful to see him raise his last bowl to his eye with a calm ironic smile and “scatter the white” when Mr. Boag, who hated to lose, was “lying three”!


    On other days Grandpa took me to inspect the Public Reading Room, to view a practice of the Levenford Fire Brigade—of which he was severely critical— and once, when Mr. Parkin, who hired out the boats, was away, for a lovely free row on the Common pond.


    Sunday, which in any case gave me a peculiarly hollow feeling in my stomach, brought a different programme. On that day Mama always rose earlier than usual and when she had brought Papa a cup of tea in bed, she put the roast in the oven, and laid out his striped trousers and tail coat. Then began the general scurry and confusion of getting dressed, Kate running up and down stairs in her slipbody, Mama trying to get her fingers into gloves which had washed too tight, Murdoch at the last minute, in shirt and braces, putting his tousled head over the banisters and calling, “ Mama, where did you put my clean socks?”—while Papa, his stiff collar hurting his neck, champed, watch in hand, in the lobby, repeating: “The bells will start any minute now.”


    More than ever conscious of myself as an acute embarrassment to these good people, I kept out of the way in Grandpa’s room, until the distant bells began caressing the still morning air, those sweet importunate bells which always increased my loneliness. Grandpa never went to church. He seemed to have no desire to go; besides his clothes were not good enough. When the others had set out for the Established Church on Knoxhill, where the Provost and the baillies of the town attended service, he gave me a kind of privileged sigh with his eyelid that permitted me to accompany him while he “slipped across” to pay a forenoon visit to his friend Mrs. Bosomley, the lady who owned the house next door.


    Mrs. Bosomley was the widow of a pork-butcher and had once been a leading member of a touring dramatic company, her most notable performance being that of Josephine in “ The Emperor’s Bride.” She was about fifty, quite stout, her brown hair frizzed by tongs, with a broad face, small good-natured eyes which vanished when she laughed and tiny red veins on her cheeks. Often, peering through the privet hedge, I would see her pacing up and down her little garden, followed by her yellow cat, Mikado, and stopping to strike an attitude and recite something out loud. Once I distinctly heard her say: “ Strike for the green graves of your sires! Strike for your native soil!”


    Levenford was not her native soil; her origin and early life were obscure, and later on boys at school hinted to me that she had not really been on the stage but had travelled with a circus and was tattooed upon her stomach. I shall speak of Mrs. Bosomley again; now it is enough to say that her hospitality made a sharp contrast to the Spartan economy next door. In her front room she gave me milk and sandwiches while Grandpa and she drank coffee; and she startled me dreadfully by smoking a cigarette—the first time I had seen a lady do such a thing—that to this day the name of the brand upon the flat green packet remains printed on my memory. It was “ Wild Geranium.”


    On Sunday afternoon while Papa, with his collar and tie unloosed, took a nap on the sofa in the cool depths of the parlour and Murdoch departed with Kate to teach in Sunday school, Grandpa again gave me his sign and sauntered off with me in the direction of the village, now steeped in digestive torpor. Turning up the lane beyond the Green he paused, with a detached and purposeful air, outside the hawthorn hedge of Dalrymple’s market garden.


    This was a beautiful garden, with the sun-blistered sign A. DALRYMPLE. NURSERYMAN spanning the gate, kale and cabbages and carrots sprouting in rows, the orchard still heavy with pears and apples. Grandpa, having first surveyed the deserted lane, peered carefully over the hedge; then, with his tongue, made a clicking sound of regret.


    “What a pity! The dear man’s not here.” He turned, took off his hat and handed it to me with an urbane smile. “ Just nip through the hedge, Robert; it’ll save you a walk to the gate. Take the honey pears, they’re the best. And keep your head down.”


    Following his whispered instructions I crept through, and filled the hat with ripe yellow pears, while he stood in the middle of the lane carefully scrutinizing the landscape and humming.


    When I rejoined him and we began to eat, the juice running down our chins, he remarked gravely:


    “Dalrymple would give me his last gooseberry. He’s just devoted to me, the dear man.”


    Although I was a melancholy child I will not deny that I found great, if temporary, comfort in Grandpa’s society. There was, unhappily, one odd detraction from the pleasure of our expeditions which shocked and baffled me. Grandpa, cordially saluted, everywhere acclaimed, was greeted by a certain juvenile section of the community with shouts of unbelievable derision.


    Our tormentors were not the Academy boys, like Gavin Blair, whom Grandpa had pointed out to me across the street, causing me to redden furiously, but the small village boys who gathered at the bridge to catch minnows with their caps in the stream. As we went by, these boys stared at us rudely and jeered:


    

      “Cadger Gow! There he goes!
Where did he get that terrible nose?”


    


    I turned pale with shame, while Grandpa stalked on, his head in the air, pursued by the awful chant. In the beginning I pretended not to hear. But at last, my curiosity conquered my dismay. I besought him with wide eyes:


    “Where did you get that nose, Grandpa?”


    A silence. He glanced at me sideways, aloof and very dignified.


    “Boy, I got it in the Zulu War.”


    “Oh, Grandpa!” My shame melted in a quick flood of pride, of anger against these ignorant little boys. “Tell me about it, Grandpa, please.”


    He gave me a guarded look. Although reluctant, he seemed flattered by my interest.


    “Well, boy,” he said, “I am not one to brag …”


    While I trotted spellbound beside him, a great troopship glided out amidst the weeping of beautiful women, and made stealthy landfall of an arid shore bearing a gentleman cornet in that exclusive brigade, Colonel Dougal Macdougall’s Scottish White Horse. Swiftly promoted, through a daring sortie against the Matabele, Grandpa soon had risen to be the Colonel’s righthand man and was picked to carry dispatches from the beleaguered garrison, when the White Horse were cut off. I scarcely breathed as, in the darkness of night, a revolver in each hand, a knife between his teeth, he crawled over the rocky veldt. He was almost through the enemy lines when the moon—oh, perfidious moon!—sailed out of the clouds. Instantly the savage horde was upon him. Pim! Pam! Pim! His smoking revolvers were empty. Planted on a boulder, he slashed away with his knife. Bloody black writhing forms lay all around him, he whistled musically, and out of the night bounded his favourite white charger. Oh, the stark suspense of that midnight ride. After him came the fleet-footed Zulus. Flights of assagais darken the air. Whish! Whish! But at last, faint and bleeding, clinging to his horse’s neck, he reached the cantonment. The flag was saved.


    I drew a long breath. Excitement and admiration gave me starry eyes;


    “Were you badly wounded, Grandpa?”


    “Yes, boy, I’m afraid I was.”


    “Was it then that you got … your nose, Grandpa?”


    He nodded solemnly, caressing the organ with reminiscent tenderness. “It was, boy … an assagai … poisoned … direct hit.” Tilting his hat over his eyes against the sun, he concluded reminiscently: “The Queen herself expressed regret when she decorated me at Balmoral.”


    I contemplated him with a new awe, a new tenderness. Wonderful heroic Grandpa! I held his hand tightly as we returned from the Drumbuck Arms to Lomond View.


    When we entered the house Mama was in the lobby, studying a postcard which had just come in, that first day of October, by the afternoon delivery.


    “Grandma is coming back to-morrow.” She turned to me. “She’s looking forward to seeing you, Robert.”


    The news affected Grandpa strangely. He did not speak but gave Mama his particular grimace, as though he had swallowed something sour, and began to climb the stairs.


    With her face upturned Mama seemed to offer consolation. “Would you like an egg to your tea, Father?”


    “No, Hannah, no.” The intrepid fighter of Zulus spoke despondently. “After that, I couldn’t eat a thing.”


    He went upstairs. I could hear the melancholy twang of the springs as he flung himself into his chair.


    Whatever Grandpa’s reaction, mine was one of expectation. On the following day, which was Saturday, the dramatic sound of a cab drew me, running, to the window.


    Excitedly, I watched Grandma lower her head and, treasuring her purse against her black-beaded cape with one hand, pulling her skirt from her elastic-sided boots with the other, climb carefully from the cab. The driver seemed out of humour. When Grandma paid him he flung up his arms; but at last, as though acknowledging defeat, consented to carry in the carpet bags. Grandpa had departed for a walk, silently, at an unusual hour, but Kate and Murdoch came out deferentially to welcome her. In the lobby Mama was calling: “Robie! Where are you? Come and help your great-grandma with her things.”


    I ran out and, in the general confusion, began to carry the lighter packages to the top landing, glancing hurriedly yet with shy interest at Grandma. She was a big flat-footed woman, bigger than my grandpa, with a long, firm, yellowish, deeply wrinkled face, nicely set off by the immaculate white frill which lined her black mutch. Her hair, still dark, was parted in the middle, and at the corner of her long, seamed upper lip was a brown mole stain from which sprouted a tuft of crinkling whiskers. As she talked to Mama, relating the events of her journey, she displayed strong, discoloured teeth which, however, were somewhat unmanageable and made little clicking noises.


    Upstairs the secret door was open and while Grandma refreshed herself with a cup of tea downstairs, I sat on a bag in the doorway, satisfying, the curiosity which I had so long experienced. It was a neat and well-ordered room, smelling of camphor and beeswax, two hooked rugs making oval islands upon the stained boards, and between them a heavy mahogany bed with turned legs and thick magenta eiderdown, a gleaming chamber pot discreetly tucked beneath. In one corner was the sewing machine; a plush-backed rocking chair draped with an antimacassar waited expectantly at the window. Three coloured lithographs, magnificent and terrifying, hung upon the walls: “ Samson Destroying the Temple,” “Israelites Crossing the Red Sea,” “ The Last Judgment.” In a lugubrious ebony frame shaped like a tombstone, and near the door, where I could read it, hung a black-bordered poem, entitled “Auspicious Day,” praising Abraham for having taken Samuel Leckie to his bosom and inflicting such heavy sorrow on Samuel’s bereaved and beloved spouse.

OEBPS/images/CoverPageImage.jpg





OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.png





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





