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      Chapter One

    


    Every evening at six o’clock a sense of expectancy filled the house, brightening the long, vague and dreamy afternoon. As I went into the front room my mother, moving about the kitchen preparing our supper, began to sing. It was something about a miller’s daughter who lay down and died. She sang these sad Scottish songs in so lively a manner and with such natural cheerfulness they sounded gay. I stood on the hassock to look out of the window. Although I was to go to school next week I still had need of the hassock.


    The road to the village station was empty except for Macintosh’s dog, asleep in the shade of the sycamore tree outside the smithy. Beyond the station with its beds of sweet william and yellow calceolarias lay the wide sweep of the deserted shore; and beyond that the Clyde estuary, enlivened at present by a white-funnelled paddle steamer, a Broomielaw boat, going downstream. Presently a figure appeared, not the expected one but still a friend—indeed my only friend, Maggie, or as she was called most unjustly by the ‘bad’ boys. Mad Maggie, a big awkward girl of thirteen who, festooned with milk cans from Snoddie’s farm, was now squeezing through the bars of the shut gates of the level crossing. This was a short cut so strictly forbidden me I watched reprovingly as she dragged up the road on the start of her evening milk round. Passing our house, one of four little villas primly in a row, she saw me at the window and, with a dull clank of cans, waved an arm in greeting.


    I had begun to wave back when there came a shrill whistle. My eyes, diverted from Maggie, picked up a plume of steam beneath which a dark maroon serpent snaked slowly round the curve of the railway line. Painfully, as though out of breath, it puffed to the single platform. In the year 1900 only the slowest North British trains stopped at Ardencaple village.


    As sometimes happened, my father was the only passenger to get off. He walked briskly, with the step of a man who likes to get home, an alert figure, conveying, even at that distance, an unmistakable and distinctive sense of style. He was wearing his brown suit, with dark brown shoes, a brown bowler hat with a curled brim, and a short fawn coat. As he drew near, the dog looked up and, being unaware of the prejudices of the village, raised the dust with its tail. Then I saw, with increased anticipation, that Father was carrying a parcel. Quite often when visiting customers in Winton he would bring home to mother and me something for supper that rarely failed to excite us: perhaps a bunch of choice Colmar grapes, or a cut of Tay salmon, or even a jar of Canton green ginger, exotics which seemed to indicate that Father was himself not averse to having good things to eat and which, of course, went so far beyond the modest standards of our daily life that, unveiling them casually with one eyebrow critically raised, he secretly enjoyed our startled looks.


    The door clicked open and Mother, plucking off her apron, ran to meet and hug him, an action I did not altogether approve but which unfailingly took place. Father took off his coat and put it on a hanger—he was always careful of his clothes—then came into the kitchen, lifted me up in a detached manner and set me down again. Mother put the soup on the table. It was Scotch broth, a dish Father particularly liked but of which, unless pressed, I would eat only the peas, arranging them first in a circle on the rim of my plate. There was boiled beef to follow. Against the native custom—and this was only one of our many failures to conform to the strict usages of the community in which we lived—we took our main meal at night, since Father, on the move all day, seldom had the opportunity for more than a sandwich. Meanwhile, with an air that I felt to be unusual, even slightly strained, he was slowly unwrapping his parcel.


    ‘Well, Grace,’ he said. ‘It is all settled.’


    Mother stopped ladling the broth. She had turned pale.


    ‘No, Conor!’


    He looked at her with a smile, affectionate yet ironical, and touched up the ends of his short blond moustache.


    ‘I had the final meeting with Hagemann this afternoon. We’ve signed our agreement. He’s taking the boat back to Holland tonight.’


    ‘Oh, Con dear, you can’t mean it.’


    ‘See for yourself. There’s the first sample. Before your eyes.’


    He placed a round glass container on the table, sat down calmly, took the soup plate from her unresistant hand and picked up his spoon. I thought that Mother, unbelievably, was going to cry. She sat down weakly. Dimly aware that something terrible, a crisis, had occurred, disturbing the peace of my home, I could not take my eyes off that round glass bottle. It contained a yellowish powder and had a printed label with a red, blue and white flag. With a great effort, Mother handed me my soup.


    ‘But, Conor,’ she said pleadingly. ‘ You’re doing so well with Murchison’s.’


    ‘You mean I have done well for them.’


    ‘Of course. At the same time, they are such sound people.’


    ‘I have nothing against Murchison’s, my dear Gracie, but I’m tired of wearing my boots out selling their flour. I’ve given them five good years of my life. Mind you, they’ve been fair with me. In fact old Murchison advised me to take the agency.’


    ‘But, Conor … we are so comfortable now … and so safe.’


    Father raised that single eyebrow, but not on this occasion to present Colmar grapes. This mysterious bottle must surely be a bombshell.


    ‘We shall never get anywhere by remaining comfortable and safe. Now, do eat something like a good lass, and I’ll give you the details later.’ He leaned forward and patted her hand.


    ‘I’m too upset.’ Mother got up and placed the boiled beef on the table.


    Unaware that I had not touched my broth, she removed my plate without scolding me. Father, with his invariable air of aplomb, carved the beef, calmly and elegantly. With his slight figure, his russet hair and warm complexion, his hazel eyes and even white teeth just showing beneath his curled moustache, he was a handsome man. I admired him intensely and was often spellbound by the unpredictable and daring audacities he would bring off without turning a hair. But in the full meaning of the word I did not love him. I belonged entirely to my mother. Soft, timid, kept back by a chain of illnesses that began with mumps and ended with diphtheria—I could still taste the carbolic glycerine Dr Duthie had used to paint my throat—and forced by the remarkable circumstances of our life into ties with Mother and my home that were especially close and emotional, I fully merited that deplorable epithet, a mother’s boy. Yet who would not have been with such a mother, at that time not more than twenty-four, rather short and soft in figure, with regular features, soft brown hair, eyes of a deep gentian blue, and in all her movements a kind of natural grace which, to my childish mind, seemed to explain her name. But above all, it was her look of sweetness that held me captive.


    Now, with her chin cupped in her hand, she was listening to Father, who alone was doing justice to the beef.


    ‘You must admit,’ he was saying reasonably. ‘ The mustard, thank you dear … that I could not miss this chance. We are on the eve of a revolution in the baking industry. The old-fashioned barm method is on its way o-u-t, out.’ When Father wished to be impressive he would often spell a word before he said it.


    ‘But, Conor, the bread we get is perfectly good.’


    Father, chewing with relish, shook his head.


    ‘You don’t know how often I’ve seen barm go sour. Bubbling out of the casks. And a whole batch of loaves completely spoiled. Ruined. After all, it’s only distiller’s scum. The new process will make cheaper and better bread. And it won’t go wrong. Think of the opportunity, Grace, with my established connections. Why, I know every baker in the West. I’ll be the first in the field. And working for myself.’


    Mother was being persuaded.


    ‘You’re quite sure of Mr Hagemann?’


    Father nodded with his mouth full.


    ‘He’s straight as a die. I can import from him in Rotterdam on most favourable terms. Besides, he’s advanced half the money to give me a start. Would he if he didn’t believe in me?’


    A faint gleam of reassurance appeared in Mother’s eye succeeded by a remote look of expectancy. When supper was over she did not rise to clear the table. Nor did Father follow his usual habit of devoting half an hour to me—an elastic period often extended by my importunities—before I went to bed. Beyond the short stroll he occasionally took before retiring, Father never went out at night. After a long day spent in the society of men who were his friends he seemed perfectly content to be, as he put it, at his own fireside. Besides, there was no inducement for him to go out. Though he had bare acquaintances, he had never sought, let alone made, a friend in the village. Ardencaple was for him, indeed for all of us, a hostile camp.


    Our evening communion was partly educational—it was he who had taught me my letters, and he would instruct me to read out, for our mutual benefit, recondite facts from his favourite compendium, Pears’ Cyclopaedia—but in the main, and especially since my illness, he had sought merely to entertain me. With an amazing fertility of imagination, he invented and related a whole series of fascinating adventures in which a young protagonist of precisely my age, small and rather delicate, but intrepid almost beyond belief, performed feats of outstanding bravery in tropic jungles or on desert islands amongst primitive tribes and man-eating savages, meanwhile interpolating from time to time side remarks to my mother which related usually to the natural appendages and accoutrements of the dark-skinned female members of the tribe and which, while I did not in the least understand their significance, made her laugh.


    Tonight, however, as my parents continued to be absorbed in talk, I perceived that the prospect of my being regaled with a cannibal feast had faded and, meeting Father’s eye when he paused in what he was saying, I suddenly demanded, in the tones of one wronged and neglected:


    ‘What is in the bottle?’


    He smiled with unusual benignancy.


    ‘It is yeast, Laurence. To be specific, Hagemann’s Royal Dutch Yeast.’


    ‘Yeast?’ I repeated, in bewilderment.


    ‘Just so.’ He nodded graciously. ‘A living substance composed of innumerable living cells. Yes, a form of life itself, one might say, an organism that grows, buds, turns starch into sugar, sugar into alcohol and carbon dioxide gas, and so leavens our staff of life. Prepared,’ Father went on, in his best vein, ‘in mineral salt-sugar solution—as is my Royal Dutch Yeast—a modern technique far superior to the grain mash method, it offers a unique opportunity for introducing an entirely new process that will reorganize the Scottish baking industry.’


    Father sounded as though he himself had discovered yeast and for long afterwards I believed he had. His exposition, obviously prepared, left me speechless. Mother, too, seemed to find it overpowering or at least quite enough, for me at present. She rose and, although the clock on the mantelpiece assured me it was well before my usual hour, suggested in a tone not to be disputed that I should go to bed.


    This was ordinarily a lengthy process, prolonged by every pretext by which I sought to detain my mother, and complicated by all sorts of fetishes and rituals that I had built for my own protection and which, while unworthy of enumeration, may be imagined from my first action, which was to satisfy myself that a boa-constrictor was not concealed beneath my bed. Tonight, however, the advent of the yeast distracted me from all my ceremonies and shortened everything in a highly disagreeable manner.


    Even when I was in bed and Mother had said good night, leaving my door ajar according to custom, this strange substance, mysterious invader of our home, kept fermenting in my mind. I could not get to sleep. As I lay with closed eyes I saw the yeast working in the flask, bubbling and frothing until it burst upwards in a swelling yellow cloud, overhanging our house, taking the form of the genie from the bottle in one of my father’s stories. I stirred uneasily. Was this the beginning of a dream of some strange vision of the future?


    Although they spoke in low voices, the resumed conversation of my parents came in snatches through the unshut door of my narrow bedroom. From time to time I heard impressive and disturbing phrases: ‘away from this confounded village’ … ‘take up your music again’… ‘he would go to Rockcliff, like Terence’ … And finally just before I fell asleep I heard Father declare, in his most serious and decided tone:


    ‘You wait. Gracie, we’ll show your folks … and my lot too … that they can’t go on treating us like this. One day they’ll make it up to you. And soon.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    For weeks I had longed to go to school, an adventure skilfully built up for me in the most glowing terms by my father, and deferred only by my susceptibility to the commonest germs. But now that the day had arrived, my state of mind verged on panic. As Mother put the finishing touches to me, buttoning up my new blue serge trousers and pulling down my jersey, I begged her with tears in my eyes not to send me. She laughed and kissed me.


    ‘You’ll be all right with Maggie. See, here’s year new satchel. Strap it on your shoulders like a real boy.’


    The satchel, although empty, did help to brace me. I had begun to feel stronger when a knock at the door made me jump.


    Maggie was there, standing on the doorstep, with her usual expression, humble and lowering, her tangled locks falling over eyes which had that dull yet appealing look seen in young Highland cattle. She was the daughter of the village washerwoman, a known slattern whose husband had long since made his escape from her abusive tongue and who, while bewailing the lot of her deserted bairn, made a drudge of her. Dressed in an old cut-down tweed skirt my mother had given her, with a dam on the knee of one stocking, Maggie had few outward signs of grace. Self-acknowledged to be stupid, and with a heavy, depressed air that bespoke overwork and ill-usage at home, she was mercilessly teased with shouts of ‘Daft Maggie’ by the boys of the village, who nevertheless were wary of her, for she had a strong arm and a sure aim with a round pebble, gathered from the shore and always handy in her pocket. But to me she was both confidante and mentor. I truly trusted her, as did my mother, who liked Maggie and was good to her in many ways. Despite the numerous duties imposed upon her—and after school hours one rarely saw her without a bundle of laundry or her armour of milk cans which, after her round, she must scald and scour at the farm before her final task of feeding the hens—she had been during the long summer holidays a kind of nursemaid to me, taking me for walks in the afternoon during my periods of convalescence. Our favourite pilgrimage took us along the shore, passing on the way an isolated, sadly broken-down little cottage with a rotted green trellis, misnamed Rosebank, where, to my everlasting disgrace, it appeared that I had been born. How so momentous an event could have occurred in so deplorable an edifice I could not comprehend, yet presumably it had, for as we passed Rosebank, Maggie would launch into a fearsome yet compelling description, derived doubtless from her mother, of my arrival in this world on a dark and dreary Sabbath night when it had rained torrents and the tide had risen so high that my father, desperately seeking Dr Duthie with his little black bag, had almost failed to reach the village.


    ‘And to beat all,’ Maggie turned her commiserating gaze upon me, ‘ye came into the wurrld the wrong way round.’


    ‘The wrong way! But how, Maggie?’


    ‘Not head first. Feet first.’


    ‘Was that bad, Maggie?’ I demanded, petrified.


    She nodded in sombre affirmation.


    After this humiliating disclosure Maggie would revive me by taking me further along the estuary to the Erskine Rocks, where, enjoining me not to tell my mother, who would have been shocked to hear that her spoiled darling was upsetting his stomach with such ‘trash’, we gathered fresh mussels which she roasted, nut-sweet, on a driftwood fire. The novelty of this repast alone delighted me, since I was, if anything, over-nourished; but for Maggie, sadly ill-fed, it was welcome sustenance, and by way of dessert, taking off her battered boots and the long black stockings, one or other of which despite the darns usually sported a hole, she would wade into the grey waters of the firth and, feeling in the muddy sand with her toes, uncover little fluted white cockles which she devoured like oysters, raw and quivering.


    ‘But they’re living, Maggie,’ I protested, dismayed at the pain these innocent bivalves must suffer under her sharp teeth.


    ‘They don’t feel anything,’ she assured me calmly. ‘If you bite them quick. Now let’s play shop.’


    Maggie invented all sorts of games and was full of country skills. She could make a willow whistle, fashion intricately woven harvest plaits of a pattern that my fingers could never master, and magically unfold tight little paper boats that we sailed down the Gielston burn. She could also sing, and in a hoarse but tuneful voice would offer me current favourites like ‘ Goodbye, Dolly Gray’ and ‘The Honeysuckle and the Bee’.


    But the game Maggie liked best undoubtedly was ‘shop’ and she never tired of it. When we had collected and set out on the shore our varied symbols, chips of shells, seeds of wild fennel, burdock tips and sea pinks, white sand, bladders of seaweed, marbled pebbles, each representing a different commodity, Maggie would assume the airs and responsibilities of the proprietress while I became the customer. This gave to Maggie, so poor and neglected, a sense of security, even of wealth. Looking round her shop with the pride of possession, counting her store of good things—tea, sugar, coffee, flour, butter, ham and of course black-striped peppermint balls—she could forget those days when she must stave off hunger with salt cockles, a raw turnip lifted from one of Snoddie’s fields or even the skins from the dog-rose and hawthorn berries that we called ‘hips and haws’.


    We were happy together, and I felt her fondness for me until, glancing upwards suddenly during our game, I would find her eyes bent upon me with the wondering expression of one whose attention is drawn repeatedly to some incomprehensible singularity. I knew then what must come, for presently in a tone half puzzled, half commiserating she would soliloquize:


    ‘When I look at you, Laurie, I still can’t credit it. I mean, you’re not much, but you don’t seem any different from us. And your mother and father too, they’re so nice you would never dream they were that.’


    I hung my head. Maggie, in her blundering, good-natured way, had once again uncovered one of the hidden shames that seared my early years and which, without further pretence, must be confessed. I was, alas, a Roman Catholic. A boy bound hand and foot to the grinding chariot of the Pope, miserable acolyte of the Scarlet Woman, burner of candles and incense, potential kisser of the big toe of St Peter. Not only so, my parents and I were the sole adherents of that reviled religion, and worse, the only ones ever to have established themseles in the staunchly, exclusively true-blue Protestant village of Ardencaple. We were as conspicuously out of place in that tight little community as would have been a family of Zulus. Equally, we were outcasts.


    Whatever the public attitude towards my father, which he delighted to provoke rather than to appease, I suffered nothing beyond that certain pitying or even sympathetic curiosity bestowed upon an oddity. Nevertheless, on this Monday morning when I faced the prospect of school, this had its part in lowering my morale. And when, after final admonitions from Mother, Maggie grasped my hand firmly and we set off up the road to the village, my mind was in a dither. A horse was being shoed in the smithy amidst an enticing fume of burnt hoof, yet I scarcely noticed it. The windows of the village store, against which I liked to press my nose, investigating the rich display of boiled sweets, peppermint oddfellows, slim jim and apple tarts, were passed unseen. It was a dolorous way, made more harrowing by Maggie’s low-toned recital of the fearful punishments exacted by the schoolmaster Mr. Rankin, whom she designated by the name of Pin.


    ‘He’s a cripple,’ she kept deploring, with a shake of her head. ‘And a stickit minister. No more nor that! But he’s a terror with the tause.’


    Although we went slowly, only too soon did we reach the school.


    This was a smallish old red-brick building with an open yard of beaten, stony earth in front, and here, but for Maggie, I should certainly have run away. In this playground a mimic battle was being waged. Boys darted about, struggled, shouted, kicked and fought; girls, flailing with ropes, skipped and shrieked; caps were torn from heads and sent skimming through the air, tackety boots slid and scraped, sparking living fire from the stones, the din was ear-splitting. And suddenly noticing me, the biggest of the ‘bad’ boys let out a wild and ribald yell: ‘Look wha’s here. The wee Pope!’


    This sudden elevation to the throne of the Vatican, far from sustaining me, produced in my innards a further apprehensive sinking. In a moment I should be surrounded by a crowd seeking to exact more from me than my apostolic blessing. But from this and other dangers, pressing through with her sharp elbows combatively extended, Maggie protected me until suddenly a clanging quelled the tumult, and the schoolmaster appeared, bell in hand, on the steps of the entrance.


    Undoubtedly this was Pin, his right leg deformed and sadly shorter than the other, supported by a twelve-inch peg fixed to a queer little boot by an iron stirrup, the lower end capped with rubber. Surprisingly, he did not strike me as alarming. He was, in fact, though given to sudden explosions and choleric rappings of his desk with his knuckles, a mild, prosy, defeated little man of about fifty with steel-rimmed spectacles and a short pointed beard, seen always in a shiny black bobtailed suit, a celluloid dickey and a tucked-in black tie, who in his youth had studied for the ministry but, by reason of his deformity and a tendency to stammer, had failed repeatedly in trial sermons and become in the end a melancholy example of that supreme Scottish failure, the ‘stickit minister’ turned dominie.


    However, it was not to him that I was delivered. Pushing away from the main turbulent stream, Maggie finally entrusted me to the assistant mistress in the lowest class, where with some twenty others, many younger that myself, I was given a slate and seated on one of the front benches. Already I felt better, since I had recognized our teacher—a warm-looking girl with soft brown eyes and an encouraging smile—as one of the two daughters of Mr Archibald Grant, who kept the store. Her younger sister Polly never failed to give me a butterscotch drop when I went to the store on errands for my mother.


    ‘Now, children, I’m glad to see you back after the holidays and to welcome the new pupils,’ Miss Grant began, and I thrilled, fancying that her smile dwelt on me. ‘As Lady Meikle will be making her usual opening-day visit to the school this morning, I expect you all to be on your best behaviour. Now answer your names as I make out the register.’


    When she called out ‘ Laurence Carroll’ I imitated the others with a ‘Present, miss’, which, however, was so uncertain as to suggest that I doubted my own identity. Nevertheless it was accepted, and after we had all given our names and Miss Grant had entered them in the big book on her desk she set us to work. The class was at different stages. Soon one section was droning out the two-times table, another copying sums from the blackboard on their slates, while a third struggled with block letters of the alphabet. To me all this appeared such manifest child’s play that my earlier apprehension began to fade and to be replaced by a tingling consciousness of my own worth. What infants, not to know a B from a D! And who, amongst these older boys, had dipped, like me, into the mysteries of Pears’ Cyclopaedia with the picture of the tramp on the frontis-piece announcing that for five years he had used no other soap? Surrounded by such evidence of juvenile ignorance, I felt the power of my superior knowledge, the distinction of my new clothes; I wanted to display my talents to shine.


    The screech of the slate pencils had not long begun before the door was flung open and the command given.


    ‘Rise, children.’


    As we clattered to our feet Pin appeared and deferentially ushered into the classroom a stiff, self-important, overdressed little woman with a bust so swelling and aggressive as to give her, in conjunction with the tuft of feathers on her hat, a marked resemblance to a pouter pigeon. I gazed at her in awe. Lady Meikle was the widow of a Winton corset manufacturer who, behind the blameless but intriguing slogan: ‘Ladies, we use only the finest natural whalebone’, plastered on the hoardings of every railway station—an advertisement that to me ranked in interest equally with ‘The Pickwick, the Owl, and the Waverley Pen, they come as a boon and a blessing to men’—had advanced to considerable wealth, then, after a long term as provost of Levenford, to a knighthood, a distinction that had induced him to purchase and retire to a large property in the vicinity of Ardencaple. Here he had leisure to indulge his hobby of cultivating orchids and tropical plants while his spouse lost no time in assuming the duties and asserting the prerogatives of the lady of the manor, although with her down-to-earth ways and lapses into broad Scots idiom she was not, and freely admitted this, to the manner born. Yet Lady Whalebone, as my father named her, was a decent woman, generous to Ardencaple—she had given the new village hall—and charitable to the entire county. She had moreover a characteristic grim sense of humour and a strong dash of sentiment, since besides giving her lamented husband a magnificent tombstone, replete with many awesome urns, she faithfully maintained and had indeed made famous the orchid collection he had instituted before his decease. Strange though it may appear, while I had never exchanged a word with so exalted a personage, I had good reason to be familiar with her estate in all its extent, with its woods and river, the avenue a mile long winding through the park between giant rhododendrons to the big house with its enormous adjacent conservatory.


    ‘Be seated, bairns.’ She swept forward. ‘This room is unco’ stuffy. Open a window.’


    Miss Grant hurriedly complied while her ladyship, keeping a formidable eye upon us, conferred with Pin, who, bending forward, his deformed limb drawn back, half concealed behind the sound leg—a posture I soon saw to be habitual—made submissive murmurs of acquiescence. Then she addressed us, in the broadest Doric, beginning thus:


    ‘Bairns, ye’re a’ young and fushionless, but I hope and pray that so far ye have come to nae harm or tummelt into evil ways. Now ye a’ ken the interest I take in the village and in a’ of you, for what ye are, or may be, so see ye pay heed to what I’m about to say.’


    She continued in this fashion at considerable length, exhorting us to work diligently, to improve ourselves and to maintain always the highest standards of good behaviour and moral conduct, implying that it would go hard with us here and in the hereafter if we did not. Her address completed, she pursed her lips and favoured us with a dignified yet half-humorous smile in which might have been detected a trace of slyness.


    ‘As yet ye ken nothing. Virgin soil, that’s what ye are, virgin soil. But I am going to test your nat’ral intelligence to see if ye have any gumption or for that matter anything in your heads at a’. Miss Grant, a pencil.’


    The pencil, yellow in colour, was immediately presented, and poising it before us for a moment, she threw it, with a dramatic gesture, to the floor. We held our breaths.


    ‘Now,’ she resumed impressively. ‘Ye have no hands. None of ye have hands. But I wish that pencil picked up.’


    Whatever prompted this extravagant experiment—perhaps she had been visiting one of her many charities, a home for paralytics in Ardfillan—the result was silence, dead silence. The class was stumped. Suddenly inspiration struck me. As in a daze, I got up, weak from my own boldness, tottered into the public gaze and, prostrating myself before the yellow pencil, snatched at it with my teeth. But the pencil was round and smooth. It escaped my feeble incisors, shot far ahead on the dusty and uneven floor. I followed, crawling face down, like a tracking Indian. Again I tried and again failed. The pursuit continued. Every eye remained riveted upon me. Now the pencil had discovered a crevice between the floor-boards. I nudged it forward with my chin, coaxed it to a favourable position, only to see it roll gently into a deeper crack beside the black-board where a dust of chalk had already fallen. But my blood was up. Sticking out my tongue, I licked my quarry from its hold, then before it started to roll bit hard and true. The class gave a long sigh of applause as, whitened by chalk dust, my nose skinned and raw, I staggered to my feet, with the pencil impaled, clenched between my jaws.


    ‘Well done!’ cried Lady Whalebone, clapping her hands enthusiastically, then placing one upon my head. ‘Ye’re a verra clever wee laddie.’


    I reddened all over, bursting with pride. To be commended thus by the lady of the manor before my teacher, before the schoolmaster and, best of all, my classmates! And on my first day at school. A very clever boy. What joy to tell my mother.


    Meanwhile, as Miss Grant dusted me off, her ladyship, with the air of a phrenologist, still maintained a benevolent hand upon my cranium.


    ‘How old are ye?’


    ‘Six years, ma’am.’


    ‘Ye’re unco’ small for six.’


    ‘Yes, m’am.’ I yearned to tell her of the illnesses, almost fatal, that had dwarfed me, probably for life, but before I could proceed she went on, encouragingly, a real patroness.


    ‘Ye must sup your porridge, with plenty of milk. Not skim, mind ye. And never turn up your nose at the staff of life. Ye ken what I mean by the staff of life?’


    ‘Oh, yes, m’am.’ Hot with triumph, conscious of my superior knowledge, recollecting my father’s use of the same phrase in connection with the bottle, I gazed at her brightly, answered confidently, loud and clear: ‘ Hagemann’s Royal Dutch Yeast!’


    A timid titter, swelling uncontrollably to a shout of laughter, rose from the class. Utterly dismayed, I saw my patroness’s face alter, approbation supplanted by a heavy frown. Her grip on my skull tightened.


    ‘Are ye darin’ to make fun of me, boy?’


    ‘Oh no, m’am, no!’


    She studied me narrowly for a long moment while my insides seemed to liquefy. Then, repudiating me, she removed her hand with, at the same time, a forward thrust that impelled me forcibly towards my seat.


    ‘Go! I see I was mistaken. Ye are nothing but a doited clown.’


    Humbled, disgraced for life, in fact once again an outcast, I sat for the rest of the morning with bowed head.


    On the way home, seeking the hand of my true protector, blinking water from my eyes, I mourned:


    ‘It’s no use, Maggie. I’m no good at anything, just a doited clown.’


    ‘Ay,’ Maggie answered with despondent satire, apparently having had a bad morning in her own class. ‘We’re a braw pair.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Despite Mother’s misgivings, and the public humiliation it had caused me, the business of the Royal Dutch Yeast had made a most auspicious start. Undoubtedly the opportunity was there, and my father, naturally clever, with a sharp and far-seeing business eye, was the very man to seize it. His intimate knowledge of the baking trade, the connections he had established throughout the West of Scotland during his five years as a salesman for Murchison’s, his attractive personality and easy manner, which he could attune exactly to the status of each customer and which made him generally popular, above all the aplomb with which he would fling off his jacket, tie on a white apron and actually demonstrate the new process in the bake-house, all marked him for success.


    Evidence of this was manifest after the first few months, in a family expedition to Winton when Father, having shown us with pride his new little office in the Caledonia Building, took us to a matinee of Aladdin at the Theatre Royal and afterwards to the famous Thistle Restaurant. Always an open-handed man, he was more than usually generous that Christmas. In addition to a new winter outfit which did not greatly interest me, I received a sledge of that superb variety, equipped with a steering-bar, known as a Flexible Flyer, while for Mother there arrived one December day from Winton in a big two-horse van something she must have longed for ever since her marriage, a gift whose unexpectedness, since Father characteristically had not breathed a word of its coming, doubled and redoubled Mother’s joy. An upright piano. Not one of these yellowish cottage affairs with plush insets, such as we marched to in school, that twanged like an old banjo, but a brand-new, solid, ebony-black instrument, bearing the magic name Bluthner, with twin gilt candlesticks and shining ivory keys that on the merest touch emitted deep and vibrant chords.


    Mother, still quite dazed, sat down on the revolving stool that had come with the piano and, while I stood at her shoulder, after running her hands up and down the keyboard with a discerning mobility that amazed me, remarking at the same time, ‘Oh dear, Laurie, my fingers are all thumbs,’ she paused for a moment to collect her thoughts, then began to play. So vivid is my recollection of this scene I remember even the piece she played. It was Chaminade’s ‘Danse d’Echarpes’. To say that I was stunned and spellbound is no exaggeration, not only by the delicious sounds that fell upon my eardrums, but because of the miracle that Mother, whom I had never before heard strike a note and who from loyalty to Father—unable until then to afford a piano—had never introduced the subject in my presence, should after these silent years suddenly produce this unsuspected and accomplished talent and enchant me with a sparkling stream of music. The two porters, having each received a shilling and already with their caps on, in the lobby, had been arrested on their way out. Now, with me, as Mother ended, they applauded spontaneously. She laughed joyfully but shook her head.


    ‘Oh, no, Laurie, I’m so terribly rusty. But it will soon come back to me.’


    Here, in this remark, was another enigma to add to those others, still unsolved, that complicated and disturbed my early years and that, when I pressed Mother for an explanation, caused her merely to smile and to make some evasive answer. Meanwhile nothing could detract from this new joy. Father was not musical and although sympathetic did not really care for the piano; this indeed—for I had begun to know Father—may in some degree have delayed its delivery. His idea of music was a stirring melodic melange from a good brass band, and to this end he had provided himself with several pink Edison Bell phonograph cylinders of the famous Besses o’ the Barn. But to Mother, particularly in our apartheid state, the beautiful Bluthner was both consolation and refinement. Every afternoon when she was ‘ dressed’, after she had finished the day’s housework and satisfied herself that all was shining and in perfect order, she would ‘practise’, leaning forward from time to time, since she was naturally a little short-sighted, to study a difficult passage, then, before resuming, brushing aside her soft brown hair which, waved in the middle, fell across her brow. Often when I came home from school and always if the weather was wet, I would come silently into the front room and seat myself by the window to listen. I soon knew the names of the pieces I liked best: Chopin’s ‘Polonaise in E Flat’, Liszt’s ‘Hungarian Rhapsody’, followed by Schubert’s ‘Moments Musicaux’, and my greatest favourite, to which perhaps the name contributed, Beethoven’s ‘ Sonata in F Minor’, which beyond all the others induced in me a precocious sadness, fostering visions wherein under a shining moon I saw myself leading lost causes in distant lands and reaping the soul-satisfying reward of a hero’s lonely grave and from which, resurrecting myself, I would run into kitchen to put the kettle on the range and make hot buttered toast for our tea.


    That was a happy winter which nothing subsequently could destroy. Our little ship, sails set full to a favourable wind, rode the tide buoyantly on its safe though solitary course. Father was getting rich. At school I had been moved to a higher class and, although regretting Miss Grant, was agreeably surprised to find myself drawn to my new master. Pin, so unjustly condemned by Maggie—his outbursts were the result of a nervous affliction rather than ill-temper—might be a failure in the pulpit, but as a teacher he excelled. His education had naturally been superior to that of the average village dominie and he had that invaluable knack of putting things in an interesting way. Surprisingly, he seemed to become interested in me. A wry appreciation of our common inferior standing in the village may have appealed to him, or perhaps, though he never overtly made this evident, he had hopes of converting me in the manner of a brand plucked from the burning. Whether or not, I experienced more good than I deserved from this despised and rejected little man.


    How swiftly those months slipped past! I barely realized that spring was on the way till Father, who had what he referred to as a ‘bronchial tendency’, caught a heavy cold in March due to his sardonic Irish disregard of the old Scots aphorism: ‘Ne’er cast a clout till May goes out.’ But he threw it off as the smithy sycamore began to bud and suddenly we were in the green days of April. A soft west wind was blowing, hearing on its wings the news of our increased prosperity. Was this, perhaps, the cause of that rare event, a surreptitious visit from my cousin Terence, a boy of sixteen, who from his earliest years had been blessed with a nose keenly receptive of the lightest airs of affluency?


    Terence was a cool, long-legged, unusually good-looking fellow, endowed with more than his share of the Carroll charm. His home, which I had never seen, was in Lochbridge, only twelve miles away, where his father owned an establishment curiously named the Lomond Vaults. While I did not then comprehend the implications of that occult word ‘Vaults’ beyond its suggestion of subterranean depths, Terry’s great distinction, enviable in my eyes, was that, he attended the famous Rockcliff College in Dublin as a boarder. At present on his Easter holidays, he rolled up to the front gate on a shining new Rudge Whitworth bicycle. He was wearing well-creased grey flannel trousers, from which he negligently snapped off the clips, the blue Rockcliff blazer and a rakishly tilted straw hat banded with the school colours. An Olympian, straight from Parnassus—the Vaults?—he dazzled me.


    Mother, ardently hospitable and long starved of visitors, was delighted to see Terence, although put out at being caught unprepared.


    ‘My dear boy, if only you’d let me know you were coming, I’d have had such a nice lunch for you.’ She looked at the clock, which showed twenty minutes to three. ‘Tell me what I can get for you now.’


    ‘As a matter of fact I’ve had my lunch, Aunt Grace.’ I could see that the term of kinship pleased my mother. ‘Still, I could do with a snack.’


    ‘Just say what you’d like.’


    ‘Well, I’m rather partial to a hard-boiled fresh egg, if you have some in the house.’


    ‘Of course. How many would you like?’


    ‘Should we say half a dozen. Aunt Grace?’ Terence suggested carelessly.


    Fifteen minutes later he was seated at the table gracefully making contact with six hard-boiled eggs and several slices of thickly buttered cottage loaf, while at the same time recounting to us, in an offhand manner and an accent tinged with the intonation of upper-class Dublin, his notable triumph of the past term, a win in the hundred-yard sprint at the school sports. Impossible not to admire, and we did, although Mother seemed to wilt slightly as for the third time Terence repeated:


    ‘The way I left them in my final burst they might have been standing still.’


    Indeed, it was she who suggested later on that Terence take me for a short walk, pending the return of my father. As we set off, up the road to the village, I put my hand in his and rapturously burst forth:


    ‘Oh, Cousin Terry, how I would love to be at Rockcliff with you!’


    Terence looked at me fixedly, then, producing a quill toothpick, began absently to work on his teeth.


    ‘Don’t mention it to your mater, who’s a doat, but one of these eggs was a trifle off.’


    He burped slightly to emphasize his point.


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Terry. But did you hear what I said about Rockcliff?’


    Terence shook his head indolently, but with a finality that chilled me.


    ‘My poor little caper, you’d never stand the ferrule. Rockcliff would kill you stone-dead. Good God, what’s that object over there?’


    I spun round. It was Maggie, on one of her slavish errands, with a big bundle of laundry flapping on her head, uncouth, unkempt, and waving to me, waving wildly in friendly recognition. My skin contracted. To acknowledge Maggie before Terence? No, no, it was unthinkable. Guilty of the first of the two great acts of apostasy of my childhood, I turned away.


    ‘God knows who it is,’ I mumbled, in a feeble imitation of my cousin’s manner, then walked on, leaving Maggie stricken, one arm frozen in mid-air.


    At the head of the road Terence paused outside the grocery store. In the window, on a glass stand, lay one of Grant’s special dessert apple tarts. Beyond, within the shop, bent over a book with her elbows on the counter and her back towards us, was Polly Grant. Her posture, which certainly presented us with a notably curvaceous view of the part usually sat upon, seemed to amuse Cousin Terence. He lounged in an athletic way against the window, his gaze wandering from the apple pastry to the unconscious Polly.


    ‘That’s not a bad-looking tart,’ he commented.


    ‘Oh, yes, Terry. Simply spiffing.’


    ‘Very well rounded?’


    ‘They’re always round, Terry.’


    To my surprise Terence laughed, and Polly, disturbed in her reading, stood up and swung towards us. Meeting my cousin’s eye, she reddened and closed her book with a bang.


    ‘We could do with something to sweeten our mouths, after the eggs,’ Terence resumed. ‘ I daresay you have an account here.’


    ‘Oh, we have. I often do messages for Mother and have them marked.’


    ‘Then suppose you nip in for the pastry and have it charged.’ He added airily: ‘ I’ll square up for it later.’


    Enthusiastically, I obeyed. Polly seemed unnaturally disturbed. She even forgot to give me my usual butterscotch drop.


    ‘Who is that young fellow with you?’ she inquired, with still heightened colour.


    ‘My cousin Terence,’ I answered proudly.


    ‘Then tell him from me he has a pretty good cheek.’


    Naturally I could not think of conveying such a message to my cousin, who, surveying the prospect as I came out with the tart, suggested that we should stroll across to a shady corner of the village green, known locally as the Common.


    Here he settled himself comfortably with his back to a chestnut tree and undid the paper bag, releasing a delicious fragrance of crisp puff pastry.


    ‘It’s not so big when you see it close,’ he remarked, inspecting the tart, which to my eye seemed much larger at near view. It was at least nine inches in diameter, oozing lovely juice and snowy with sifted sugar.


    ‘Hmm,’ said Terence. ‘You wouldn’t have a knife?’


    ‘No, Terry. I’m not allowed one yet. For fear I should cut myself,’ I apologized.


    ‘Pity,’ said Terence thoughtfully. ‘We can’t go tearing this apart or we’ll have the innards all over us.’


    A pause, during which Terence, frowning, seemed to ponder more deeply, while anticipation of those rich inner flavours made my teeth water.


    ‘There’s only one thing for it, man,’ he declared at last, resolutely. ‘We’ll have to toss for it. You’re a sport, aren’t you?’


    ‘If you are, I am, Terry.’


    ‘Good man!’ He produced a penny gravely. ‘ Heads I win, tails you lose. I’ll give you all the benefit. You make the call.’


    ‘Tails, Terry,’ I ventured timidly.


    He uncovered the coin.


    ‘And tails it is, more’s the pity. Didn’t you hear me say tails you lose? Well, better luck next time.’


    In a way, although my eyes blinked, I was not too unhappy to have lost. Watching Terence eat the tart slowly and with every sign of relish, I enjoyed it vicariously, down to the last flaky crumb.


    ‘Was it good, Terry?’


    ‘Fair,’ he decided critically. ‘But too rich for your young blood.’


    Without disturbing his reclining position, he eased a gun-metal cigarette case from his pocket, extracted a gold-tipped cigarette and, while I watched reverently, lit up.


    ‘Wild Geranium,’ he explained.


    ‘Terry,’ I said. ‘ It’s so nice you being here. Why don’t you come more often? And why can’t I come to see you?’


    ‘Ah,’ he said, bringing smoke down his nose. ‘Now you’re getting into a bit of family history.’


    I seized the opening eagerly.


    ‘Tell me about it, Terry.’


    He considered, half hesitated, as though about to consent, then made an airy gesture of negation.


    ‘You’re too young to be bothering about that sort of nonsense.’


    ‘But I do bother, Terry. There’s all sorts of things I don’t understand. Especially why we never see any of our relations.’


    He glanced at me sideways. Couldn’t he sense my anxiety for news of the unknown members of my tribe?


    ‘Don’t any of your mother’s folks come to see you either then?’


    ‘No, Terry. At least only one of Mother’s brothers. The one at the University, the youngest one, called Stephen. And then only once in a very long while.’


    There was a pause.


    ‘Well, man,’ Terence said at last, pontifically. ‘There’s a certain situation, I will admit. And as you’re bound to be told one of these days, there’s no harm in giving you a slant on it now.’


    He lay back, puffing at his cigarette, while I waited intently, then he suddenly began.


    ‘First of all,’ he spoke impressively, almost accusingly, ‘if it hadn’t been for the Caledonian Railway Company you wouldn’t be sitting here today. In fact you would never have existed.’


    This unexpected statement staggered me. I gazed at him fearfully.


    ‘You see,’ he went on, ‘every evening when Uncle Con came back from his work in Winton he had to change trains at Levenford to take the Caley local to Lochbridge, where he was living at that time. But for that he’d never even have set eyes on vour mother.’


    This contingency seemed so incredible that my alarm deepened. Pleasantly conscious of my riveted attention, Terry resumed with easy nonchalance.


    ‘Usually Con would go into the waiting-room with the Winton Herald—for the Caley train was always late. But one of these evenings he found something, or rather someone, better to look at.’


    ‘Mother!’ I gasped.


    ‘Not yet, man. Don’t rush me. At the moment she’s just Grace Wallace and sweet seventeen.’ He frowned reprovingly. ‘She came regularly, carrying a music case, to meet her brother, a schoolboy, coming back on the Caley train from the Drinton Academy.’ He paused. ‘Now Conor, your father to be, always had, if you’ll excuse me, an eye for a pretty girl. Yet this was different. Although he wanted to speak he was afraid he’d offend her. But one evening he up and did. And at that moment, man,’ Terry exclaimed sensationally, ‘ as they looked into each other’s eyes, the damage was done!’


    ‘What damage, Terry?’ I whispered faintly.


    ‘Her parents were dyed-in-the-wool Presbyterians, true blue, couldn’t have been stricter, and she was the apple of her old man’s eye, who, to make it worse, had a Scotch pedigree that went right back to the original William Wallace, if you ever heard of him. So here was a lovely girl, well thought of in the town, helped her mother in the house, sang like an angel in the church choir, never put a foot wrong.’ Terry shook his head sorrowfully. ‘When they found out she was going steady with all upstart Irish R.C., blood-brother to a publican and, God help us, a priest, hell’s bells, man, did they raise the roof. Prayers and tears. For weeks there was the devil to pay while they tried every mortal thing to keep them apart. It couldn’t be done, man. In the end, with never a word, and although Con hadn’t a fiver to bless himself with, they just up and off to the registry office. She knew her folks would never speak to her again and Con knew he’d be the bad boy of his lot for not getting tied up in chapel, but never mind, they got spliced.’


    ‘Oh, I’m glad they did, Terry,’ I cried fervently, for I had followed his recital breathlessly.


    Terry burst out laughing.


    ‘At least they got you here on the right side of the blanket, caper.’


    For a moment he sat studying me, as though trying to read my face, in which there was now only blankness. Perhaps what he had related did not altogether surprise me, I must have vaguely sensed something of my parents’ situation. Yet suddenly an extraordinary depression fell upon me, intensified by the lively unconcern with which Terry treated a subject that affected me so deeply.


    ‘So now you know.’ He broke the silence. ‘ Only don’t let on I told you.’


    ‘I won’t, Terry,’ I said, numbly. I was less happy than I had hoped to be, and to cheer myself up I said:


    ‘So I actually have two uncles?’


    ‘It’s three you have, on our side. There’s my father, your Uncle Bernard in Lochbridge, and his reverence your Uncle Simon in Port Cregan, not to speak of your Uncle Leo in Winton, though nobody knows much about him.’ He rose to his feet and hauled me up. ‘Time we were getting back. I need a box of vestas, so I’ll stop at the shop. Come on and I’ll race you there.’


    He set off springily, bent on showing me his style. I was not in the mood for running, yet now I felt strangely combative towards my incomparable cousin. I ran as hard as I could, so hard that Terry, glancing over his shoulder, was obliged to drop his clean-cut air in an effort to increase his pace. Perhaps the apple pie and the hard-boiled eggs incommoded him, possibly the report he had given of his prowess at the Rockcliff sports was coloured by a native talent for drawing the longbow. When we reached Grant’s store he had not shaken me off, I was exactly at his elbow. After we had regained our breath he looked at me for the first time with a shade of respect.


    ‘You’re fast, man. I couldn’t have believed it. Of course, you know I wasn’t going all out.’


    While I waited outside he went into the shop and spent a very long time selecting his matches. Polly, who served him, did not seem at all displeased by his reappearance, or by his fastidious taste in vestas. As I watched through the window Terry appeared to be making her laugh a great deal. It was a way he had, careless and carefree. Could Terry really love anyone … let alone a poor little caper like me? I felt my throat tighten unaccountably.


    My sadness persisted all the way home, deepened during the delicious chicken dinner Mother had prepared and which I could barely swallow. Father, in one of his best and most entertaining moods, showed a marked fondness for Terry, tipped him a sovereign, which Terry seemed to expect and which perhaps had been the purpose of his visit. Then, lighting his carbide bicycle lamp, my cousin swung himself on the machine and set off for Lochbridge.


    When he was out of sight I went into the kitchen.


    ‘Mother,’ I said, coming close to her. ‘I may not be much, but at least I am a sport.’


    ‘Are you?’ Mother said, without enthusiasm. ‘I don’t know that I want you to be a sport.’


    ‘But it’s a good kind of thing. Terry said I was one when we tossed for the apple pastry.’


    ‘The apple pastry?’ Mother turned in bewilderment, her hands covered with suds. ‘Was that why you ate no dinner.’


    ‘No, Mother. I didn’t eat any of the pastry. Terry ate it all.’


    ‘And where did this famous pastry come from?’ Mother was now inspecting me very strangely.


    ‘Why, Mother, it’s the one I bought and charged to our account.’


    ‘What! You charged it!’


    Mother was stupefied. But father, who had come back and had been listening, suddenly said:


    ‘How did Terry toss?’


    ‘He was quite fair, Father. He tossed heads I win, tails you lose.’


    Father burst into a fit of laughter, so prolonged it brought on his bronchial cough.


    ‘The young rascal.’ He choked. ‘He’s a regular Carroll.’


    ‘I don’t think it’s at all amusing,’ Mother said frigidly. ‘I’ll talk to you seriously about it in the morning, Laurence. Now you’ll go straight to bed.’


    I undressed slowly, sadly. The afternoon, welcomed with such joy, was bitter in my mouth. A weight lay upon my mind, and upon my conscience too. Had I not openly rejected Maggie, dear Maggie, my friend and protector, yes, cut and repudiated her, and all for a cousin who thought no more of me than, well, than a box of Swan vestas? Above all, the mystery involving my parents which Terry had unveiled for me, the isolation in which we were compelled to live, pressed me down. I turned to my pillow and let the willing tears flow.
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