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      1. Beginning of the End

    


    

      I

    


    Late one afternoon in September 1938 old Father Francis Chisholm limped up the steep path from the church of St Columba to his house upon the hill. He preferred this way despite his infirmities to the less arduous ascent of Mercat Wynd; and having reached the narrow door of his walled-in garden he paused with a kind of naïve triumph – recovering his breath, contemplating the view he had always loved.


    Beneath him was the River Tweed, a great wide sweep of placid silver tinted by the low saffron smudge of autumn sunset. Down the slope of the northern Scottish bank tumbled the town of Tweedside, its tiled roofs a crazy quilt of pink and yellow, masking the maze of cobbled streets. High stone ramparts still ringed this Border burgh, with captured Crimean cannon making perches for the gulls as they pecked at partan crabs. At the river’s mouth a wraith lay upon the sand bar misting the lines of drying nets, the masts of smacks inside the harbour pointing upwards, brittle and motionless. Inland dusk was already creeping upon the still bronze woods of Derham, towards which, as he gazed, a lonely heron made laboured flight. The air was thin and clear, stringent with wood smoke and the tang of fallen apples, sharp with the hint of early frost.


    With a contented sigh Father Chisholm turned into his garden: a patch beside his pleasance upon the Hill of Brilliant Green Jade, but a pretty one, and, like all Scots gardens, productive, with a few fine fruit trees splayed on the mellow wall. The jargonelle espalier in the south corner was at its best. Since there was no sign of the tyrant Dougal, with a cautious glance towards the kitchen window he stole the finest pear from his own tree, slid it under his soutane. His yellow wrinkled cheek was ripe with triumph as he hobbled – dot and carry – down the gravelled drive, leaning on his one indulgence, the new umbrella of Chisholm tartan which replaced his battered favourite of Paitan. And there, standing at the front porch, was the car.


    His face puckered slowly. Though his memory was bad and his fits of absent-mindedness a perpetual embarrassment, he now recollected the vexation of the Bishop’s letter proposing, or rather announcing, this visit of his secretary Monsignor Sleeth. He hastened forward to welcome his guest.


    Monsignor Sleeth was in the parlour, standing, dark, thin, distinguished, and not quite at ease, with his back to the empty fireplace – his youthful impatience heightened, his clerical dignity repelled, by the mean surroundings in which he found himself. He had looked for a note of individuality: some piece of porcelain perhaps, or lacquer, a souvenir from the East. But the apartment was bare and nondescript, with poor linoleum, horsehair chairs and a chipped mantelpiece on which, out of the corner of a disapproving eye, he had already noted a spinning top beside an uncounted litter of collection pennies. Yet he was resolved to be pleasant. Smoothing his frown, he stifled Father Chisholm’s apology with a gracious gesture.


    ‘Your housekeeper has already shown me my room. I trust it will not disturb you to have me here for a few days. What a superb afternoon it has been. The colourings! – as I drove up from Tynecastle I almost fancied myself in dear San Morales.’ He gazed away, through the darkening window, with a studied air.


    The old man nearly smiled at the imprint of Father Tarrant and the Seminary – Sleeth’s elegance, that blade-like look, even the hint of hardness in the nostril, made him a perfect replica.


    ‘I hope you’ll be comfortable,’ he murmured. ‘We’ll have our bite presently. I’m sorry I can’t offer you dinner. Somehow we’ve just fallen to the habit of a Scots high tea!’


    Sleeth, head half-averted, nodded noncommittally. Indeed, at that moment, Miss Moffat entered and, having drawn the drab chenille curtains, stealithy began to set the table. He could not but reflect, ironically, how the neutral creature, darting him one frightened glance, matched the room. Though it caused him a passing asperity to observe her lay places for three, her presence enabled him to lead the conversation safety into generalities.


    As the two priests sat down at table he was eulogizing the special marble which the Bishop had brought from Carrara for the transept of the new Tynecastle pro-Cathedral. Helping himself with good appetite from the ashet of ham, eggs and kidneys before him, he accepted a cup of tea poured from the Britannia metal teapot. Then, busy buttering brown toast, he heard his host remark mildly:


    ‘You won’t mind if Andrew sups his porridge with us. Andrew – this is Monsignor Sleeth!’


    Sleeth raised his head abruptly. A boy about nine years of age had come silently into the room and now, after an instant’s indecision, when he stood tugging at his blue jersey, his long pale face intense with nervousness, slipped into his place, reaching mechanically for the milk jug. As he bent over his plate a lock of dank brown hair – tribute to Miss Moffat’s sponge – fell over his ugly bony forehead. His eyes, of a remarkable blue, held a childish prescience of crisis – they were so uneasy he dared not lift them up.


    The Bishop’s secretary relaxed his attitude, slowly resumed his meal. After all, the moment was not opportune. Yet from time to time his stare travelled covertly towards the boy.


    ‘So you are Andrew!’ Decency demanded speech, even a hint of benignness. ‘And you go to school here?’


    ‘Yes …’


    ‘Come then! Let us see how much you know.’ Amiably enough, he propounded a few simple questions. The boy, flushed and inarticulate, too confused to think, betrayed humiliating ignorance.


    Monsignor Sleeth’s eyebrows lifted. ‘ Dreadful,’ he thought. ‘Quite a gutter brat!’


    He helped himself to another kidney – then suddenly became aware that while he trifled with the rich meats of the table the other two kept soberly to porridge. He flushed: this show of asceticism on the old man’s part was insufferable affectation.


    Perhaps Father Chisholm had a wry perception of that thought. He shook his head: ‘I went without good Scots oatmeal so many years I never miss it now I have the chance.’


    Sleeth received the remark in silence. Presently with a hurried glance, out of his downcast muteness, Andrew begged permission to depart. Rising to say his grace, he knocked a spoon spinning with his elbow. His stiff boots made an uncouth scuffling towards the door.


    Another pause. Then, having concluded his meal, Monsignor Sleeth rose easily and repossessed, without apparent purpose, the fleshless hearth-rug. With feet apart and hands clasped behind his back he considered, without seeming to do so, his aged colleague, who, still seated, had the curious air of waiting. Dear God, thought Sleeth, what a pitiable presentation of the priesthood – this shabby old man, with the stained soutane, soiled collar and sallow, desiccated skin! On one cheek was an ugly weal, a kind of cicatrix, which everted the lower eyelid, seemed to tug the head down and sideways. The impression was that of a permanent wry neck, counterpoising the lame and shortened leg. His eyes, usually lowered, took thus – on the rare occasions that he raised them – a penetrating obliqueness which was strangely disconcerting.


    Sleeth cleared his throat. He judged it time for him to speak and, forcing a note of cordiality, he inquired: ‘ How long have you been here, Father Chisholm?’


    ‘Twelve months.’


    ‘Ah, yes. It was a kindly gesture of His Grace to send you – on your return – to your native parish.’


    ‘And his!’


    Sleeth inclined his head suavely. ‘I was aware that His Grace shared with you the distinction of having been born here. Let me see … what age are you, Father? Nearly seventy is it not?’


    Father Chisholm nodded, adding with gentle senile pride: ‘I am no older than Anselm Mealey.’


    Sleeth’s frown at the familiarity melted into a half-pitying smile. ‘No doubt – but life has treated you rather differently. To be brief,’ – he gathered himself up, firm, but not unkind, – ‘the Bishop and I both have the feeling that your long and faithful years should now be recompensed; that you should, in short, retire!’


    There was a moment of strange quiet.


    ‘But I have no wish to retire.’


    ‘It is a painful duty for me to come here’ – Sleeth kept his gaze discreetly on the ceiling – ‘to investigate … and report to His Grace. But there are certain things which cannot be overlooked.’


    ‘What things?’


    Sleeth moved irritably. ‘Six – ten – a dozen things! It isn’t my place to enumerate your – your Oriental eccentricities!’


    ‘I’m sorry.’ A slow spark kindled in the old man’s eyes. ‘You must remember that I spent thirty-five years in China.’


    ‘Your parish affairs are in a hopeless muddle.’


    ‘Am I in debt?’


    ‘How are we to know? No returns on your quarterly collections for six months.’ Sleeth’s voice rose, he spoke a little faster. ‘Everything so … so unbusinesslike … For instance when Bland’s traveller presented his bill last month – three pounds for candles, and so forth – you paid him entirely in coppers!’


    ‘That’s how it comes to me.’ Father Chisholm viewed his visitor thoughtfully, as though he looked straight through him. ‘I’ve always been stupid about money. I’ve never had any, you see … But after all … Do you think money so dreadfully important?’


    To his annoyance Monsignor Sleeth found himself reddening. ‘It makes talk Father.’ He rushed on. ‘And there is other talk. Some of your sermons … the advice you give … certain points of doctrine.’ He consulted a Morocco-covered noteboook already in his palm. ‘ They seem dangerously peculiar.’


    ‘Impossible!’


    ‘On Whitsunday you told your congregation “Don’t think heaven is in the sky … it’s in the hollow of your hand … it’s everywhere and anywhere.”’ Sleeth frowned censoriously as he turned the pages. ‘And again … here is an incredible remark you made during Holy Week. “Atheists may not all go to hell. I knew one who didn’t. Hell is only for those who spit in the face of God!” And, good gracious, this atrocity: “ Christ was a perfect man, but Confucius had a better sense of humour!”’ Another page was turned indignantly. ‘And this incredible incident … when one of your best parishioners, Mrs Glendenning, who cannot of course help her extreme stoutness, came to you for spiritual guidance you looked at her and replied, “ Eat less. The gates of Paradise are narrow.” But why should I continue?’ Decisively, Monsignor Sleeth closed the gilt-edged book. ‘To say the least, you seem to have lost your command of souls.’


    ‘But …’ Calmly: ‘I don’t want to command anyone’s soul.’


    Sleeth’s colour heightened disagreeably. He did not see himself in theological discussion with this shambling dotard.


    ‘There remains the matter of this boy whom you have so misguidedly adopted.’


    ‘Who is to look after him – if I don’t?’


    ‘Our own Sisters at Ralstone. It is the finest orphanage in the diocese.’


    Again Father Chisholm raised his disconcerting eyes. ‘Would you have wished to spend your own childhood at that orphanage?’


    ‘Need we be personal, Father? I’ve told you … even conceding the circumstances … the situation is highly irregular and must be ended. Besides …’ He threw out his hands. ‘If you are going away – we must find some place for him.’


    ‘You seem determined to be rid of us. Am I to be entrusted to the Sisters too?’


    ‘Of course not. You can go to the Aged Priests’ Home at Clinton. It is a perfect haven of rest.’


    The old man actually laughed – a dry short laugh. ‘I’ll have enough perfect rest when I’m dead. While I’m alive I don’t want to be mixed up with a lot of aged priests. You may think it strange – but I never have been able to stand the clergy in bulk.’


    Sleeth’s smile was pained and flustered. ‘I think nothing strange from you, Father. Forgive me, but to say the least of it … your reputation, even before you went to China … your whole life has been peculiar!’


    There was a pause. Father Chisholm said in a quiet voice: ‘ I shall render an account of my life to God.’


    The younger man dropped his eyelids with an unhappy sense of indiscretion. He had gone too far. Though his nature was cold he strove always to be just, even considerate. He had the grace to look uncomfortable. ‘Naturally I don’t presume to be your judge – or your inquisitor. Nothing is decided yet. That is why I am here. We must see what the next few days bring forth.’ He stepped towards the door. ‘I am going to the church now. Please don’t trouble. I know my way,’ His mouth creased into an unwilling smile. He went out.


    Father Chisholm remained seated, motionless, at the table, his hand shading his eyes, as though thinking deeply. He felt crushed by this threat which had gathered, so suddenly, above the quiet of his hard-won retreat. His sense of resignation, long overtaxed, refused acceptance of it. All at once he felt empty and used-up, unwanted by God or man. A burning desolation filled his breast. Such a little thing; and yet so much. He wanted to cry out: My God my God why hast thou forsaken me? He rose heavily, and went upstairs.


    In his attic above the spare room the boy Andrew was already in bed and asleep. He lay upon his side, one skinny arm crooked before him on the pillow, defensively. Watching him, Father Chisholm took the pear from his pocket and placed it on the clothes folded upon the cane-bottomed chair beside the bed. There seemed nothing more for him to do.


    A faint breeze swayed the muslin curtains. He moved to the window and parted them. Stars were quivering in the frosty sky. Under these stars the span of his years reached out in all its ineptitude, built of his puny strivings, without form or nobility. It seemed such a short time since he had been a boy himself, running and laughing in this same town of Tweedside. His thoughts flew back. If there were any pattern in his life at all the first fateful stroke was surely drawn on that April Saturday sixty years ago when, out of untroubled happiness, so deep it passed unrecognized …


  

    

      2. Strange Vocation

    


    

      I

    


    That spring morning, at early breakfast in the snug dark kitchen, with the fire warm to his stockinged feet and the smell of kindling wood and hot oat-cakes making him hungry, he was happy, despite the rain, because it was Sunday and the tide was right for salmon.


    His mother finished her brisk stirring with the wooden spurtle, and placed the blue-ringed bowl of pease brose on the scrubbed table between his father and himself. He reached for his horn spoon, dipped in the bowl, then in the cup of buttermilk before him. He rolled his tongue over the smooth golden brose, made perfectly, without lumps or gritty unmixed meal.


    His father, in worn blue jersey and darned fishing stockings, sat opposite, his big frame bowed, supping in silence, with quiet slow movements of his red hands. His mother shook the last batch of oat-cakes from the griddle, set them on their ends against the bowl, and sat down to her cup of tea. The yellow butter melted on the broken oat-cake which she took. There was silence and comradeship in the little kitchen, with the flames leaping across the bright fender and the pipe-clayed hearth. He was nine years of age and he was going to the bothy with his father.


    There, he was known – he was Alex Chisholm’s laddie, accepted by the men in their woollen jerseys and leather hip-boots with a quiet nod or, better still, a friendly silence. He had a dark secret glow of pride as he went out with them, the big flat cobble sweeping wide round the butt, the rowlocks creaking, the seine skilfully payed out by his father in the stern. Back on the butt, their tackets rasping the wet stones, the men huddled themselves low against the wind, some squatting with a yellowed sailcloth across their shoulders; others sucking warmth from a blackened inch-long clay. He stood with his father, apart. Alex Chisholm was the head man, the watcher of Tweed Fisheries station No 3. Together, not speaking, cut by the wind, they stood watching, the far circle of corks dancing in the choppy back-lash where the river met the sea. Often the glare of sun upon the ripples made his head swim. But he would not, he could not blink. Missing even a single second might mean the missing of a dozen fish – so hard to come by, these days, that in distant Billingsgate they brought the Fisheries Company a good half-crown a pound. His father’s tall figure, the head sunk a little on the shoulders, the profile keen beneath the old peaked cap, a fine blood whipped into the high cheekbones, had the same still unswerving tensity. At times, mingled exquisitely in his consciousness with the smell of wrack, the distant strike of the Burgess Clock, the cawing of the Derham rocks, the sense of this unspeaking comradeship drew moisture to the boy’s already smarting eyes.


    Suddenly his father shouted. Try as he might Francis could never win first sight of the dipping cork: not that tidal bobbing which sometimes caused him foolishly to start, but the slow downward tug which to long experience denoted the thrusting of a fish. At the quick high shout there was an instant clatter as the crew jumped to the windlass which hauled the net. Usage never staled that moment: though the men drew a poundage bonus on their catch, the thought of money did not stir them; this deep excitement sprang from far primeval roots. In came the net, slowly, dripping, flaked with kelp, the guide ropes squeaking on the wooden drum. A final heave, then, in the purse of the billowing seine, a molten flash, powerful, exquisite – salmon.


    One memorable Saturday they had taken forty at a cast. The great shining things arched and fought, bursting through the net, slithering back to the river from the slippery butt. Francis flung himself forward with the others, desperately clutching at the precious escaping fish. They had picked him up, sequined with scales and soaked to the bone, a perfect monster locked in his embrace. Going home that evening, his hand inside his father’s, their footfalls echoing in the smoky twilight, they had stoppped, without comment, at Burley’s in the High Street, to buy a pennyworth of cockles, the peppermint ones that were his special choice.


    Their fellowship went further still. On Sundays, after mass, they took their rods and slipped secretly – lest they shock finer sensibilities – through the back ways of the Sabbath-stricken town, out into the verdant valley of the Whitadder. In his tin, packed with sawdust, were luscious maggots, picked the night before from Mealey’s boneyard. Thereafter the day was heady with the sound of the stream, the scent of meadowsweet, – his father showing him the likely eddies, – the crimson-speckled trout wriggling on bleached shingle – his father bent over a twig fire, – the crisp sweet goodness of the frizzled fish …


    At other seasons they would go to gather blueberries, wood strawberries, or the wild yellow rasps which made good jam. It was a gala day when his mother accompanied them. His father knew all the best places and would take them deep into devious woods, to untouched cane-breaks of the juicy fruit.


    When snow came and the ground was clamped by winter, they stalked between the frozen trees of Derham ‘policies’, his breath a rime before him, his skin pricking for the keeper’s whistle. He could hear his own heart beating as they cleared their snares, under the windows almost, of the great house itself – then home, home with the heavy gamebag, his eyes smiling, his marrow melting to the thought of rabbit pie. His mother was a grand cook, a woman who earned – with her thrift, her knack of management and homely skill – the grudging panegyric of a Scots community: ‘Elizabeth Chisholm is a well-doing woman!’


    Now, as he finished his brose, he became conscious that she was speaking, with a look across the breakfast table towards his father.


    ‘You’ll mind to be home early tonight, Alex, for the Burgess.’


    There was a pause. He could see that his father, preoccupied, – perhaps by the flooded river and the indifferent salmon season, – was caught unawares, recalled to the annual formality of the Burgess Concert which they must sustain that evening.


    ‘You’re set on going, woman?’ With a faint smile.


    She flushed slightly; Francis wondered why she should seem so queer. ‘It’s one of the few things I look forward to in the year. After all you are a Burgess of the town. It’s … it’s right for you to take your seat on the platform with your family and your friends.’


    His smile deepened, setting lines of kindness about his eyes – it was a smile Francis would have died to win. ‘Then it looks like we maun gang, Lisbeth.’ He had always disliked ‘ the Burgess’ as he disliked teacups, stiff collars, and his squeaky Sunday boots. But he did not dislike this woman who wanted him to go.


    ‘I’m relying on you. Alex. You see,’ her voice, striving to be casual, sounded an odd note of relief, ‘I have asked Polly and Nora up from Tynecastle – unfortunately it seems Ned cannot get away.’ She paused. ‘You’ll have to send someone else to Ettal with the tallies.’


    He straightened with a quick look which seemed to see through her, right to the bottom of her tender subterfuge. At first, in his delight, Francis noticed nothing. His father’s sister, now dead, had married Ned Bannon, proprietor of the Union Tavern in Tynecastle, a bustling city some sixty miles due South. Polly, Ned’s sister and Nora, his ten-year-old orphan niece, were not exactly close relations. Yet their visits could always be counted occasions of joy.


    Suddenly he heard his father say in a quiet voice: ‘I’ll have to go to Ettal all the same.’


    A sharp and throbbing silence. Francis saw that his mother had turned white.


    ‘It isn’t as if you had to … Sam Mirlees, any of the men, would be glad to row up for you.’


    He did not answer, still gazing at her quietly, touched on his pride, his proud exclusiveness of race. Her agitation increased. She dropped all pretence of concealment, bent forward, placed nervous fingers upon his sleeve.


    ‘To please me, Alex. You know what happened last time. Things are bad again there – awful bad, I hear.’


    He put his big hand over hers, warmly, reassuringly.


    ‘You wouldn’t have me run away, would you, woman?’ He smiled and rose abruptly. ‘I’ll go early and be back early … in plenty time for you, our daft friends, and your precious concert to the bargain.’


    Defeated, that strained look fixed upon her face, she watched him pull on his hip-boots. Francis, chilled and downcast, had a dreadful premonition of what must come. And indeed, when his father straightened it was towards him he turned, mildly, and with rare compunction.


    ‘Come to think of it, boy, you’d better bide home today. Your mother could do with you about the house. There’ll be plenty to see to before our visitors arrive.’


    Blind with disappointment, Francis made no protest. He felt his mother’s arm tensely, detainingly about his shoulders.


    His father stood a moment at the door, with that deep contained affection in his eyes, then he silently went out.


    Though the rain ceased at noon the hours dragged dismally for Francis. While pretending not to see his mother’s worried frown, he was racked by the full awareness of their situation. Here in this quiet burgh they were known for what they were – unmolested, even warily esteemed. But in Ettal, the market town four miles away where, at the Fisheries Head Office, his father, every month, was obliged to check the record of the catches, a different attitude prevailed. A hundred years before the Ettal moors had blossomed with the blood of Covenanters; and now the pendulum of oppression had relentlessly swung back. Under the leadership of the new Provost a furious religious persecution had recently arisen. Conventicles were formed, mass gatherings held in the Square, popular feelings whipped to frenzy. When the violence of the mob broke loose, the few Catholics in the town were hounded from their homes, while all others in the district received solemn warning not to show themselves upon the Ettal streets. His father’s calm disregard of this threat had singled him for special execration. Last month there had been a fight in which the sturdy salmon-watcher had given good account of himself. Now, despite renewed menaces, and the careful plan to stay him, he was going again … Francis flinched at his own thoughts and his small fists clenched violently. Why could not people let each other be? His father and his mother had not the same belief; yet they lived together, respecting each other, in perfect peace. His father was a good man, the best in the world … why should they want to do him harm? Like a blade thrust into the warmth of his life came a dread, a shrinking from that word ‘religion’, a chill bewilderment that men could hate each other for worshipping the same God with different words.


    Returning from the station at four o’clock, sombrely leaping the puddles to which Nora, his half-cousin, gaily dared him, – his mother walking with Aunt Polly, who came, dressed up and sedate, behind, – he felt the day oppressive with disaster. Nora’s friskiness, the neatness of her new brown braided dress, her manifest delight in seeing him, proved but a wan diversion.


    Stoically, he approached his home, the low neat grey-stone cottage, fronting the Cannelgate, behind a trim little green where in summer his father grew asters and begonias. There was evidence of his mother’s passionate cleanliness in the shining brass knocker and the spotless doorstep. Behind the immaculately curtained window three potted geraniums made a scarlet splash.


    By this time, Nora was flushed, out of breath, her blue eyes sparkling with fun, in one of her moods of daring, impish gaiety. As they went round the side of the house to the back garden where, through his mother’s arrangements, they were to play with Anselm Mealey until teatime, she bent close to Francis’ ear so that her hair fell across her thin laughing face, and whispered in his ear. The puddles they had barely missed, the sappy moisture of the earth, prompted her ingenuity.


    At first Francis would not listen – strangely, for Nora’s presence stirred him usually to a shy swift eagerness. Standing small and reticent, he viewed her doubtfully.


    ‘I know he will,’ she urged. ‘He always wants to play at being holy. Come on Francis. Let’s do it. Let’s!’


    A slow smile barely touched his sombre lips. Half unwilling, he fetched a spade, a watering can, an old news-sheet from the little toolshed at the garden end. Led by Nora, he dug a two-foot hole between the laurel bushes, watered it, then spread the paper over it. Nora artistically sprinkled the sheet with a coating of dry soil. They had barely replaced the spade when Anselm Mealey arrived, wearing a beautiful white sailor suit. Nora threw Francis a look of terrible joy.


    ‘Hello, Anselm!’ she welcomed brilliantly. ‘ What a lovely new suit. We were waiting on you. What shall we play at?’


    Anselm Mealey considered the question with agreeable condescencion. He was a large boy for eleven, well-padded, with pink and white cheeks. His hair was fair and curly, his eyes were soulful. The only child of rich and devoted parents, – his father owned the profitable bone-meal works across the river, – he was already destined, by his own election and that of his pious mother, to enter Holywell, the famous Catholic college in Northern Scotland, to study for the priesthood. With Francis he served the altar at St Columba’s. Frequently he was to be found kneeling in church, his big eyes fervent with tears. Visiting nuns patted him on the head. He was acknowledged, with good reason, as a truly saintly boy.


    ‘We’ll have a procession,’ he said. ‘ In honour of St Julia. This is her feast day.’


    Nora clasped her hands. ‘Let’s pretend her shrine is by the laurel bushes. Shall we dress up?’


    ‘No.’ Anselm shook his head. ‘ We’re praying more than playing. But imagine I’m wearing a cope and bearing a jewelled monstrance. You’re a white Carthusian Sister. And Francis, you’re my acolyte. Now, are we all ready?’


    A sudden qualm swept over Francis. He was not of the age to analyse his relationships; he only knew that, though Anselm claimed him fervently as his best friend, the other’s gushing piety evoked in him a curious painful shame. Towards God he had a desperate reserve. It was a feeling he protected without knowing why, or what it was, like a tender nerve, deep within his body. When Anselm burningly declared in the Christian Doctrine class ‘I love and adore our Saviour from the bottom of my heart’, Francis, fingering the marbles in his pockets, flushed a deep dark red, went home sullenly from school and broke a window.


    Next morning when Anselm, already a seasoned sick-visitor, arrived at school with a cooked chicken, loftily proclaiming the object of his charity as Mother Paxton, – the old fishwife, sere with hypocrisy and cirrhosis of the liver, whose Saturday-night brawls made the Cannelgate a bedlam, – Francis, possessed, visited the cloakroom during class and opened the package, substituting for the delicious bird – which he consumed with his companions – the decayed head of a cod. Anselm’s tears, and the curses of Meg Paxton, had later stirred in him a deep dark satisfaction.


    Now, however, he hesitated, as if to offer the other boy an opportunity of escape. He said slowly: ‘Who’ll go first?’


    ‘Me, of course,’ Anselm gushed. He took up his position as leader. ‘Sing, Nora: Tantum Ergo.’


    In single file, at Nora’s shrill pipe, the procession moved off. As they neared the laurel bushes Anselm raised his clasped hands to heaven. The next instant he stepped through the paper and squelched full-length in the mud.


    For ten seconds no one moved. It was Anselm’s howl as he struggled to get up that set Nora off. While Mealey blubbered clammily, ‘It’s a sin, it’s a sin!’ she hopped about laughing, taunting wildly. ‘Fight, Anselm, fight. Why don’t you hit Francis?’


    ‘I won’t, I won’t,’ Anselm bawled. ‘I’ll turn the other cheek.’


    He started to run home. Nora clung deliriously to Francis – helpless, choking, tears of laughter running down her cheeks. But Francis did not laugh. He stared in moody silence at the ground. Why had he stooped to such inanity while his father walked those hostile Ettal causeways? He was still silent as they went in to tea.


    In the cosy front room, where the table was already set for the supreme rite of Scots hospitality, with best china and all the electroplate the little household could muster, Francis’ mother sat with Aunt Polly, her open rather earnest face a trifle flushed from the fire, her stocky figure showing an occasional stiffening towards the clock.


    Now, after an uneasy day, shot equally with doubt and reassurance, – when she told herself how stupid were her fears, – her ears were tuned acutely for her husband’s step: she was conscious of an overwhelming longing for him. The daughter of Daniel Glennie, a small and unsuccessful baker by profession, and by election an open-air preacher, leader of his own singular Christian brotherhood in Darrow, that shipbuilding town of incomparable drabness which lies some twenty miles from the city of Tynecastle, she had, at eighteen, during a week’s holiday from the parental cake counter, fallen wildly in love with the young Tweedside fisher, Alexander Chisholm, and promptly married him.


    In theory, the utter incompatibility of such a union fore-doomed it. Reality had proved it a rare success. Chisholm was no fanatic: a quiet, easy-going type, he had no desire to influence his wife’s belief. And she, on her side, sated with early piety, grounded by her peculiar father in a strange doctrine of universal tolerance, was not contentious.


    Even when the first transports had subsided she knew a glowing happiness. He was, in her phrase, such a comfort about the place; neat, willing, never at a loss when it came to mending her wringer, drawing a fowl, clearing the beeskeps of their honey. His asters were the best in Tweedside, his bantams never failed to take prizes at the show, the dovecot he had finished recently for Francis was a wonder of patient craftsmanship. There were moments, in the winter evenings when she sat knitting by the hearth, with Francis snug in bed, the wind whistling cosily around the little house, the kettle hissing on the hob, while her long raw-boned Alex padded the kitchen in his stockinged feet, silently intent upon some handiwork, when she would turn to him with an odd, tender smile: ‘Man, I’m fond of you.’


    Nervously she glanced at the clock: yes, it was late, well-past his usual time of homecoming. Outside a gathering of clouds was precipitating the darkness and again heavy raindrops splashed against the windowpanes. Almost immediately Nora and Francis came in. She found herself avoiding her son’s troubled eye.


    ‘Well, children!’ Aunt Polly summoned them to her chair and wisely apostrophized the air above their heads. ‘Did you have a good play? That’s right. Have you washed your hands, Nora? You’ll be looking forward to the concert tonight, Francis. I love a tune myself. God save us, girl, stand still. And don’t forget your company manners, either, my lady – we’re going to get our tea.’


    There was no disregarding this suggestion. With a hollow sensation of distress, intensified because she concealed it, Elizabeth rose.


    ‘We won’t wait on Alex any longer. We’ll just begin.’ She forced a justifying smile. ‘He’ll be in any moment now.’


    The tea was delicious, the scones and bannocks homemade, the preserves jelled by Elizabeth’s own hands. But an air of strain lay heavily about the table. Aunt Polly made none of those dry remarks which usually gave Francis such secret joy, but sat erect, elbows drawn in, one finger crooked for her cup. A spinster, under forty, with a long, worn, agreeable face, somewhat odd in her attire, stately, composed, abstracted in her manner, she looked a model of conscious gentility, her lace handkerchief upon her lap, her nose humanly red from the hot tea; the bird in her hat brooding warmly over all.


    ‘Come to think, Elizabeth –’ she tactfully filled a pause. ‘ They might have brought in the Mealey boy – Ned knows his father. A wonderful vocation, Anselm has.’ Without moving her head she touched Francis with her kindly omniscient eye. ‘We’ll need to send you to Holywell too, young man. Elizabeth, you’d like to see your boy wag his head in a pulpit?’


    ‘Not my only one.’


    ‘The Almighty liked the only ones.’ Aunt Polly spoke profoundly.


    Elizabeth did not smile. Her son would be a great man, she was resolved, a famous lawyer, perhaps a surgeon; she could not bear to think of him as suffering the obscurity, the sorry hardships of the clerical life. Torn by her growing agitation she exclaimed: ‘I do wish Alex would come. It’s … it’s most inconsiderate. He’ll keep us all late if he doesn’t look sharp.’


    ‘Maybe he’s not through with the tallies,’ Aunt Polly reflected considerately.


    Elizabeth flushed painfully, out of all control. ‘He must be back at the bothy by now … he always goes there after Ettal.’ Desperately she tried to stem her fears. ‘ I wouldn’t wonder if he’d forgotten all about us. He’s the most heedless man.’ She paused. ‘We’ll give him five minutes. Another cup, Aunt Polly?’


    But tea was over and could not be prolonged. There was an unhappy silence. What had happened to him? … Would he never, never come? Sick with anxiety, Elizabeth could restrain herself no longer. With a last glance, charged with open foreboding, towards the marble timepiece, she rose. ‘ You’ll excuse me, Aunt Polly. I’ll have to run down, and see what’s keeping him. I’ll not be long.’


    Francis had suffered through these moments of suspense – haunted by the terror of a narrow wynd, heavy with darkness and surging faces and confusion, his father penned . . fighting … falling under the crowd … the sickening crunch of his head upon the cobblestones. Unaccountably he found himself trembling. ‘Let me go Mother,’ he said.


    ‘Nonsense, boy.’ She smiled palely. ‘You stay and entertain our visitors.’


    Surprisingly, Aunt Polly shook her head. Hitherto she had betrayed no perception of the growing stress. Nor did she now. But with a penetrating staidness she remarked: ‘Take the boy with you, Elizabeth. Nora and I can manage fine.’


    There was a pause during which Francis pleaded with his eyes.


    ‘All right … you can come.’


    His mother wrapped him in his thick coat; then, bundling into her plaid cape, she took his hand and stepped out of the warm bright room.


    It was a streaming, pitch-black night. The rain lathered the cobblestones, foamed down the gutters of the deserted streets. As they struggled up the Mercat Wynd past the distant Square and the blurred illumination of the Burgess Hall, new fear reached at Francis from the gusty blackness. He tried to combat it, setting his lips, matching his mother’s increased pace with quivering determination.


    Ten minutes later they crossed the river by the Border Bridge and picked their way along the waterlogged quay to Bothy No.3. Here his mother halted, dismayed. The bothy was locked, deserted. She turned indecisively, then suddenly observed a faint beacon, vaporous in the rainy darkness, a mile up-river: Bothy No.5, where Sam Mirlees, the underwatcher, made his lodging. Though Mirlees was an aimless, tippling fellow, he could surely give them news. She started off again, firmly plodding across the sodden meadows, stumbling over unseen tussocks, fences, ditches. Francis, close at her side, could sense her apprehension, mounting with every step.


    At last they reached the other bothy, a wooden shanty of tarred boards, stoutly planted on the riverbank, behind the high stone butt and a swathe of hanging nets. Francis could bear it no longer. Darting forward with throbbing breast, he threw open the door. Then, at the consummation of his daylong fear, he cried aloud in choking anguish, his pupils wide with shock. His father was there with Sam Mirlees, stretched on a bench, his face pale and bloodied, one arm bound up roughly in a sling, a great purple weal across his brow. Both men were in their jerseys and hip-boots, glasses and a mutchkin jar on the near-by table, a dirty crimsoned sponge beside the turbid water dipper, the hurricane swing lamp throwing a haggard yellow beam upon them, while beyond the indigo shadows crept, wavered in the mysterious corners and under the drumming roof.


    His mother rushed forward, flung herself on her knees beside the bench. ‘Alex … Alex … are ye hurt?’


    Though his eyes were muddled he smiled, or tried to, with his blenched and battered lips.


    ‘No worse nor some that tried to hurt me, woman.’


    Tears sprang to her eyes, born of his wilfulness and her love for him, tears of rage against those who had brought him to this pass.


    ‘When he came in he was near done,’ Mirlees interposed with a hazy gesture. ‘But I’ve stiffened him up with a dram or two.’


    She threw a blazing look at the other man: fuddled, as usual on Saturday night. She felt weak with anger that this sottish fool should have filled Alex up with drink on top of the dreadful hurt he had sustained. She saw that he had lost a great quantity of blood … she had nothing here to treat him with … she must get him away at once … at once. She murmured, tensely:


    ‘Could you manage home with me, Alex?’


    ‘I think so, woman … if we take it slow.’


    She thought feverishly, battling her panic, her confusion. All her instinct was to move him to warmth, light and safety. She saw that his worst wound, a gash to the temple bone, had ceased to bleed. She swung round towards her son.


    ‘Run back quick, Francis. Tell Polly to get ready for us. Then fetch the doctor to the house at once.’


    Francis, shivering as with ague, made a blind, convulsive gesture of understanding. With a last glance at his father he bent his head and set off frantically along the quay.


    ‘Try, then, Alex … let me give you a hand.’ Bitterly dismissing Mirlees’ offer of assistance which she knew to be worse than none, she helped her husband up. He swayed slowly, obediently to his feet. He was dreadfully shaky, hardly knew what he was doing. ‘I’ll away then, Sam,’ he muttered, dizzily. ‘ Good night to ye.’


    She bit her lip in a torment of uncertainty, yet persisted, led him out, met by the stinging sheets of rain. As the door shut behind them and he stood, unsteady, heedless of the weather, she was daunted by the prospect of that devious return, back through the mire of the fields with a helpless man in tow. But suddenly, as she hesitated, a thought illuminated her. Why had it not occurred to her before? If she took the short cut by the Tileworks Bridge she could save a mile at least, have him home and safe in bed within half an hour. She took his arm with fresh resolution. Pressing into the downpour, supporting him, she pointed their course up-river towards the bridge.


    At first he did not apparently suspect her purpose, but suddenly, as the sound of rushing water struck his ear, he halted.


    ‘Whatna way’s this to come, Lisbeth? We cannot cross by the Tileworks with Tweed in such a spate.’


    ‘Hush, Alex … don’t waste your strength by talking.’ She soothed him, helped him forward.


    They came to the bridge, a narrow hanging span, fashioned of planks with a wire rope handrail, crossing the river at its narrowest, quite sound, though rarely used, since the Tileworks which it served had long ago shut down. As Elizabeth placed her foot upon the bridge, the blackness, the deafening nearness of the water, caused a vague doubt, perhaps a premonition, to cross her mind. She paused, since there was not room for them to go abreast, peering back at his subdued and sodden figure, swept by a rush of strange maternal tenderness.


    ‘Have ye got the handrail?’


    ‘Ay, I have the handrail.’


    She saw plainly that the thick wire rope was in his big fist. Distracted, breathless and obsessed, she could not reason further. ‘Keep close to me, then.’ She turned and led on.


    They began to cross the bridge. Halfway across his foot slid off a rainslimed board. It would have mattered little another night. Tonight it mattered more, for the Tweed, in flood, had risen to the planking of the bridge. At once the racing current filled his thighboot. He struggled against the pull, the overpowering weight. But they had beaten the strength from him at Ettal. His other leg slipped, both boots were waterlogged, loaded as with lead.


    At his cry she spun round with a scream and caught at him. As the river tore the handrail from his grip her arms enfolded him; she fought closely, desperately, for a deathless instant to sustain him. Then the sound and the darkness of the waters sucked them down.


    All that night Francis waited for them. But they did not come. Next morning they were found, clasped together, at low tide, in the quiet water near the sand bar.


    

      II

    


    One Thursday evening in September four years later, when Francis Chisholm ended his nightly tramp from Darrow Shipyard by veering wearily towards the blistered double headboard of Glennie’s Bakery, he had reached a great decision. As he trudged down the floury passage dividing the bakehouse from the shop – his smallish figure oddly suppressed by an outsize suit of dungarees, his face grimy, beneath a man’s cloth cap worn back to front – and went through the back door, placing his empty lunch pail on the scullery sink, his dark young eyes were smouldering with this purpose.


    In the kitchen Malcom Glennie occupied the table – its soiled cover now, as always, littered with crockery – lolling on his elbow over Locke’s Conveyancing, a lumpish pallid youth of seventeen, one hand massaging his oily black hair, sending showers of dandruff to his collar, the other attacking the sweetbread cooked for him by his mother on his return from the Armstrong College. As Francis took his supper from the oven – a twopenny pie and potatoes cremated there since noon – and cleared a place for himself, aware, through the torn opaque paper on the half glazed partition door, of Mrs Glennie serving a customer in the front shop, the son of the house threw him a glance of peevish disapproval. ‘Can’t you make less noise when I’m studying? And God! What hands! Don’t you ever wash before you eat?’


    In stolid silence – his best defence – Francis picked up a knife and fork in his calloused, rivet-burned fingers.


    The partition door clicked open and Mrs Glennie solicitously scuffled in. ‘Are you done yet, Malcom dear? I have the nicest baked custard – just fresh eggs and milk – it won’t do your indigestion a mite of harm.’


    He grumbled: ‘I’ve been gastric all day.’ Swallowing a deep bellyful of wind, he brought it back with an air of virtuous injury. ‘Listen to that!’


    ‘It’s the study, son, that does it.’ She hurried to the range. ‘But this’ll keep your strength up … just try it … to please me.’


    He suffered her to remove his empty plate and to place a large dish of custard before him. As he slobbered it down she watched him tenderly, enjoying every mouthful he took, her raddled figure, in broken corsets and dowdy, gaping skirt, inclined towards him, her shrewish face with its long thin nose and pinched-in lips doting with maternal fondness.


    She murmured, presently: ‘I’m glad you’re back early tonight, son. Your father has a meeting.’


    ‘Oh, no!’ Malcom reared himself in startled annoyance. ‘At the Mission Hall?’


    She shook her narrow head. ‘Open air. On the Green.’


    ‘We’re not going?’


    She answered with a strange, embittered vanity: ‘It’s the only position your father ever gave us, Malcom. Until he fails at the preaching too, we’d better take it.’


    He protested heatedly. ‘ You may like it, Mother. But it’s damned awful for me, standing there, with Father Bible-banging, and the kids yelling “ Holy Dan”. It wasn’t so bad when I was young, but now when I’m coming out for a solicitor!’ He stopped short, sulkily, as the outer door opened and his father, Daniel Glennie, came gently into the room.


    Holy Dan advanced to the table, absently cut himself a slice of cheese, poured a glass of milk and, still standing, began his simple meal. Changed from his working singlet, slacks and burst carpet slippers, he was still an insignificant and drooping figure in shiny black trousers, an old cutaway coat too tight and short for him, a celluloid dickey and a stringy black tie. His cuffs were of celluloid too, to save the washing; they were cracked; and his boots might have done with mending. He stooped slightly. His gaze, usually harassed, often ecstatically remote, was now thoughtful, kind, behind his steel-rimmed spectacles. As he chewed, he let it dwell in quiet consideration on Francis.


    ‘You look tired, grandson. Have you had your dinner?’


    Francis nodded. The room was brighter since the baker’s entry. The eyes upon him now were like his mother’s.


    ‘There’s a batch of cherry cakes I’ve just drawn. You can have one, if you’ve a mind to – on the oven rack.’


    At the senseless prodigality Mrs Glennie sniffed: casting his goods about like this had made him twice a bankrupt, a failure. Her head inclined in greater resignation.


    ‘When do you want to start? If we’re going now I’ll shut the shop.’


    He consulted his big silver watch with the yellow bone guard. ‘Ay, close up now, Mother, the Lord’s work comes first. And besides’ – sadly – ‘we’ll have no more customers tonight.’


    While she pulled down the blinds on the fly-blown pastries he stood, detached, considering his address for tonight. Then he stirred. ‘Come, Malcom!’ And to Francis: ‘Take care of yourself, grandson. Don’t be late out your bed!’


    Malcom, muttering beneath his breath, shut his book and picked up his hat. He sulkily followed his father out. Mrs Glennie, pulling on tight black kid gloves, assumed her martyred ‘meeting’ face. ‘Don’t forget the dishes, now.’ She threw a mean, sickly smile at Francis. ‘It’s a pity you’re not coming with us!’


    When they had gone he fought the inclination to lay his head upon the table. His new heroic resolution inflamed him, the thought of Willie Tulloch galvanised his tired limbs. Piling the greasy dishes into the scullery he began to wash them, rapidly probing his position, his brows tense, resentful.


    The blight of enforced benefactions had lain upon him since that moment, before the funeral, when Daniel had raptly told Polly Bannon: ‘I’ll take Elizabeth’s boy. We are his only blood relations. He must come to us!’


    Such rash benevolence alone would not have uprooted him. It took that later hateful scene when Mrs Glennie, grasping at the small estate, money from his father’s insurance and the sale of the furniture, had beaten down Polly’s offer of guardianship, with intimidating invocations of the law.


    This final acrimony had servered all contact with the Bannons – abruptly, painfully, as though he, indirectly, had been to blame: Polly, hurt and offended, yet with the air of having done her best, had undoubtedly erased him from her memory.


    On his arrival at the baker’s household, with all the attraction of a novelty, he was sent, a new satchel on his back, to the Darrow Academy: escorted by Malcom; straightened and brushed by Mrs Glennie, who watched the departing scholars from the shop door with a vague proprietary air.


    Alas! The philanthropic flush soon faded. Daniel Glennie was a saint, a gentle noble derided soul who passed out tracts of his own composition with his pies and every Saturday night paraded his van horse through the town with a big printed text on the beast’s rump: ‘ Love thy neighbour as thyself.’ But he lived in a heavenly dream, from which he periodically emerged, careworn, damp with sweat, to meet his creditors. Working unsparingly, with his head on Abraham’s bosom and his feet in a tub of dough, he could not but forget his grandson’s presence. When he remembered he would take the small boy by the hand to the back yard, with a bag of crumbs, to feed the sparrows.


    Mean, shiftless yet avaricious, viewing with a self-commiserating eye her husband’s progressive failure – the sacking of the van man, of the shopgirl, the closing of one oven after another, the gradual decline to a meagre output of twopenny pies and farthing pastries – Mrs Glennie soon discovered in Francis an insufferable incubus. The attraction of the sum of seventy pounds she had acquired with him quickly faded, seemed dearly bought. Already wrung by a desperate economy, to her the cost of his clothing, his food, his schooling became a perpetual Calvary. She counted his mouthfuls resignedly. When his trousers wore out she ‘made down’ an old green suit of Daniel’s, a relic of her husband’s youth, of such outlandish pattern and colour it provided derisive outcry in the streets, shrouded the boy’s life in misery. Though Malcom’s fees at the Academy were paid upon the nail she usually succeeded in forgetting Francis’ until, trembling, pale with humiliation, having publicly been called as a defaulter before the class, he was forced to approach her. Then she would gasp, feign a heart attack by fumbling at her withered bosom, count out the shillings as though he drew away her very blood.


    Though he bore it with stoic endurance the sense of being alone … alone … was terrible for the little boy. Demented with sorrow, he took long solitary walks, combing the sick country vainly for a stream in which to guddle trout. He would scan the outgoing ships, consumed with longing, stuffing his cap between his teeth to stifle his despair. Caught between conflicting creeds, he knew not where he stood; his bright and eager mind was dulled, his face turned sullen. His only happiness came on the nights that Malcom and Mrs Glennie were from home, when he sat opposite Daniel by the kitchen fire watching the little baker turning the pages of his Bible, in perfect silence, with a look of ineffable joy.


    Daniel’s quiet but inflexible resolve not to interfere with the boy’s religion – how could he, when he preached universal tolerance! – was an added, ever-present goad to Mrs Glennie. To a ‘Christian’ like herself, who was saved, this reminder of her daughter’s folly was anathema. It made the neighbours talk.


    The climax came at the end of eighteen months when Francis, with ungrateful cleverness, had the bad taste to beat Malcom in an essay competition open to the school. It was not to be endured. Weeks of nagging wore the baker down. He was on the verge of another failure. It was agreed that Francis’ education was complete. Smiling archly for the first time in months, Mrs Glennie assured him that now he was a little man, fit to contribute to the household, to take his coat off and prove the nobility of toil. He went to work in Darrow Shipyard as a rivet-boy, twelve years old, at three and six a week.


    By quarter-past seven he had finished the dishes. With greater alacrity, he spruced himself before the inch of mirror and went out. It was still light, but the night air made him cough and turn up his jacket as he hurried into High Street, past the livery stable and the Darrow Spirit Vaults, reaching at length the doctor’s shop on the corner, with its two bulbous red and green vials and its square brass plate: DR SUTHERLAND TULLOCH: PHYSICIAN AND SURGEON. Francis’ lips were parted, faintly, as he entered.


    The shop was dim and aromatic with the smell of aloes, assafútida and liquorice root. Shelves of dark green bottles filled one side and at the end three wooden steps gave access to the small back surgery where Dr Tulloch held his consultations. Behind the long counter, wrapping physic on a marble slab spattered with red sealing wax, stood the doctor’s eldest son, a sturdy freckled boy of sixteen with big hands, sandy colouring and a slow taciturn smile.


    He smiled now, staunchly, as he greeted Francis. Then the two boys looked away, avoiding one another, each reluctant to view the affection in the other’s eyes.


    ‘I’m late, Willie!’ Francis kept his gaze intently on the skirting of the counter.


    ‘I was late myself … and I’ve to deliver these medicines for Father, bless him.’ Now that Willie had begun his medical curriculum at the Armstrong College, Dr Tulloch had, with solemn facetiousness, accredited him his assistant.


    There was a pause. Then the older boy threw a secret glance towards his friend.


    ‘Have you decided?’


    Francis’ gaze was still downcast. He nodded broodingly, his lips set. ‘ Yes.’


    ‘You’re right, Francis.’ Approval flooded Willie’s plain and stolid features. ‘I wouldn’t have stood it so long.’


    ‘I wouldn’t … either …’ Francis mumbled, ‘except for … well … my grandfather and you.’ His thin young face, concealed and sombre, reddened deeply as the last words came out with a rush.


    Flushing in sympathy, Willie muttered: ‘I found out the train for you. There’s a through leaves Alstead every Saturday at six-thirty-five … Quiet. Here’s Dad.’ He broke off, with a warning glance, when the surgery door opened and Dr Tulloch appeared, showing his last patient out. As the doctor returned towards the boys, a brusque, bristling dark-skinned figure in pepper-and-salt tweeds, his bushy hair and glossy whiskers seemed to spark with sheer vitality. For one who bore the awful reputation of the town’s professed free-thinker, open adherent of Robert Ingersoll and Professor Darwin, he had a most disarming charm, and the look of one who would be useful in a sick-room. Because the hollows in Francis’ cheeks made him grave, he cracked a frightful joke. ‘ Well, my lad – that’s another one killed off! Oh, he’s not dead yet! Soon will be! Such a nice man too, leaves a large family.’ The boy’s smile was too drawn to please him. He cocked his clear, challenging eye, mindful of his own troubled boyhood: ‘Cheer up, young housemaid’s knee – it’ll all be the same in a hundred years.’ Before Francis could reply the doctor laughed briefly, thrust his hard square hat on the back of his head and began pulling on his driving gloves.


    On his way out to his gig he called back: ‘Don’t fail to bring him for supper, Will. Hot prussic acid served at nine!’


    An hour later, with the physic delivered, the two boys made their way in unspeaking comradeship towards Willie’s house, a large dilapidated villa facing the Green. As they talked in low voices of the daring promise of the day beyond tomorrow, Francis’ spirits lifted. Life never seemed so hostile in Willie Tulloch’s company. And yet, perversely, their friendship had begun in strife. After school, one day, larking down Castle Street with a dozen classmates, Willie’s gaze had strayed to the Catholic church, ugly but inoffensive, beside the gasworks. ‘Come on,’ he shouted, in animal spirits. ‘I’ve got sixpence. Let’s go in and get our sins forgiven!’ Then, glancing round, he saw Francis in the group. He reddened with healthy shame. He had not meant the stupid jibe, which would have passed unheeded if Malcom Glennie had not pounced on it and fanned it skilfully into the occasion for a fight.


    Incited by the rest, Francis and Willie fought a bloodily indecisive battle on the Green. It was a good fight, rich in uncomplaining courage, and when the darkness stopped it, though neither was the victor, each had clearly had enough. But the spectators, with the cruelty of youth, refused to let the quarrel rest. On the next night, after school, the contestants were brought together, whetted with the taunt of cowardice and set to batter each other’s already battered head. Again, bloody, spent, yet dogged, neither would concede the victory. Thus for a dreadful week they were matched, like gamecocks, to make sport for their baser fellows. The inhuman conflict, motiveless and endless, became, for each, a nightmare. Then, on the Saturday, the two met unexpectedly, face to face, alone. An agonizing moment followed, the earth opened, the sky melted and each had an arm round the other’s neck, Willie blubbering: ‘I don’t want to fight you, I like ye, man!’ – while Francis, knuckling his purple eyes, wept back: ‘Willie, I like you best in the whole of Darrow!’


    They were halfway across the Green, a public open space carpeted by dingy grass, with a forlorn bandstand in the centre, a rusty iron urinal at the far end and a few benches, mostly without backs, where pale-faced children and loafers smoked and argued noisily, when suddenly Francis saw, with a tightening of his skin, that they must pass his grandfather’s meeting. At the end farthest from the urinal a small red banner had been planted bearing the words in tarnished gilt: ‘Peace on Earth to Men of Goodwill.’ Opposite the banner stood a portable harmonium furnished with a campstool on which Mrs Glennie sat, wearing her victim’s air, with Malcolm, glumly clasping a hymn-book, beside her. Between the banner and the harmonium on a low wooden stand, surrounded by some thirty persons, was Holy Dan.


    As the boys drew up on the fringe of the gathering Daniel had finished his opening prayer and, with his uncovered head thrown back, was beginning his address. It was a gentle and beautiful plea. It expressed Daniel’s burning conviction, bared his simple soul. His doctrine was based on brotherhood, the love of one another and of God. Man should help his fellow man, bring peace and goodwill to earth. If only he could lead humanity to that ideal! He had no quarrel with the churches but chastised them mildly: it was not the form which mattered but the fundamentals, humility and charity. Yes, and tolerance! It was worthless to voice these sentiments if one did not practise them.


    Francis had heard his grandfather speak before, and felt a throb of dogged sympathy for these views which made Holy Dan the laughing-stock of half the town. Now, edged by his wild intention, his heart swelled in understanding and affection, in longing for a world free of cruelty and hate. Suddenly, as he stood listening, he saw Joe Moir, the skip of his riveting squad at the Shipyard, sidle up the outskirts of the meeting. Accompanying Joe was the gang that hung about the Darrow Vaults, with an armament of bricks, decayed fruit, and oily waste thrown out from the boiler works. Moir was a ribald likeable giant, who, when drunk, gleefully pursued salvation rallies and other outdoor conclaves. He fingered a fistful of dripping waste and shouted: ‘ Hey! Dan! Give us a song and dance!’


    Francis’ eyes dilated in his pale face. They were going to break up the meeting! He had a vision of Mrs Glennie, clawing a ripe tomato from her splattered hair, of Malcom, with a greasy rag plastering his hateful face. His being exulted with a wild ecstatic joy.


    Then he saw Daniel’s face: still unconscious of the danger, lit by a strange intensity, every word throbbing, born of unquenchable sincerity, from the depths of his soul.


    He started forward. Without knowing how, or why, he found himself at Moir’s side, restraining his elbow, pleading breathlessly: ‘Don’t Joe! Please don’t! We’re friends, aren’t we?’


    ‘Hell!’ Moir glanced down, his boozy scowl melting to friendly recognition. ‘For Christ’s sake, Francis!’ Then, slowly, ‘ I forgot he was your grandpa.’ A desperate pause. Then, commandingly, to his followers: ‘Come on lads, we’ll go up to the Square and take it out on the Hallelujas!’


    As they moved off the harmonium wheezed with life. No one but Willie Tulloch knew why the thunderbolt had not fallen.


    A minute later, entering his house, he asked, baffled yet impressed: ‘Why did you, Francis?’


    Francis answered shakily: ‘I don’t know … There’s something in what he says … I’ve had enough hating these last four years. My father and mother wouldn’t have got drowned if people hadn’t hated him …’ He broke off, inarticulate, ashamed.


    Silently, Willie led the way to the living room, which, after the outer dusk, glowed with light and sound and a prodigal untidy comfort. It was a long high maroon-papered chamber, asprawl with broken red plush furniture, the chairs castorless, the vases cracked and glued together, the bell pull tugged out, a litter of vials, labels, pillboxes on the mantlepiece and of toys, books and children upon the worn ink-stained Axminster. Though it was shockingly near nine o’clock none of the Tulloch family was abed. Willie’s seven young brothers and sisters, Jean, Tom, Richard, – a list so complex even their father admitted to forgetting it, – were diversely occupied in reading, writing, drawing, scuffling and swallowing their supper of hot bread and milk while their mother Agnes Tulloch, a dreamy voluptuous woman with her hair half down and her bosom open, had picked the baby from his crib upon the hearth and, having removed its steaming napkin, now placidly refreshed the nuzzling bare-bottomed infant at her creamy, fire-lit breast.


    She smiled her welcome, unperturbed, to Francis. ‘ Here you are then, boys. Jean, set out more plates and spoons. Richard, leave Sophia alone. And Jean, dear, a fresh diaper for Sutherland from the line! Also, see that the kettle’s boiling for your father’s toddy. What lovely weather we are having. Dr Tulloch says there is much inflammation about though. Be seated, Francis. Thomas, didn’t your father tell you to keep away from the others!’ The doctor was always bringing home some disorder: measles one month, chicken-pox the next. Now Thomas, aged six, was the victim. His poll shorn and smelling of carbolic, he was happily disseminating ringworm through the tribe.


    Squeezed on the crowded twanging sofa beside Jean, at fourteen the image of her mother, with the same creamy skin, the same placid smile, Francis supped his bread and milk flavoured with cinnamon. He was still upset from his recent outburst; there was an enormous lump inside his chest, his mind was a maze of confusion. Here was another problem for his aching brain. Why were these people so kind, happy, and contented? Reared by an impious rationalist to deny, or rather to ignore, the existence of their God, they were damned, hell fire already licked their feet.


    At quarter-past nine the crunch of the dogcart’s wheels was heard on the gravel. Dr Tulloch strode in, a shout went up, he was at once the centre of an attacking mob. When the tumult stilled the doctor had bussed his wife heartily, was in his chair, a glass of toddy in his hand, slippers on his feet, the infant Sutherland goggling on his knee.


    Catching Francis’ eye, he raised his steaming tumbler in friendly satire.


    ‘Didn’t I tell you there was poison going! Strong drink is raging – eh, Francis?’
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