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Chapter One


Though no one would belittle the benevolence of the Good Samaritan, in one respect he was lucky: he was alone with his conscience and his neighbour in trouble.


There were, for instance, no business or professional colleagues to warn against the folly of interference; and no wife to cherish him for his altruism but also shrewdly to point out likely repercussions. Those voices Charles Forbes had to heed on the occasion when he, too, decided not to pass by on the other side.


The decision was made on a dull June day, near the end of term, as he sat at his desk in his schoolroom in the east end of Glasgow. The pupils in front of him were supposed to be writing a composition on ‘The Sea’. Most of them were trifling. Outside in the street tramcars, lorries, motor-cars, rattled by. A pylon rose like a gigantic spider out of a garden of dandelions protected by barbed wire; and all around soared other fantastic growths, tall factory stacks, branchless, leafless, and blossomless.


On Mr Forbes’s desk lay a grubby copy-book, and beside him stood its small thirteen-year-old owner, with his fingers intertwined behind his back.


Although it was fat, Mr Forbes’s face was also long and bleak; even the little bags under his eyes were lugubrious. The result was that, despite his longing to be original in the display of compassion, all his grimaces were platitudes. His hand that rested on the blotted page was plump, soft, and pink, with black hairs and a ring; and his long look at the submissive blot-maker was so ambiguous that some of the other scholars, peeping up, thought he was about to explode into one of his homilies, so righteous and dull.


At last he spoke, in his most pontifical tones.


‘Tell me, Curdie, have you ever seen the sea?’


Some of the class laughed. This was IA, the Latin scholars, the élite of the first year. Their parents had honoured their sons’ brains by dressing them as well as limited means allowed. Most wore dark-blue crested blazers, clean shirts, flannel shorts, and the light-blue school tie. All were in contrast to this little scarecrow by the desk, in the ragged man’s jacket, the filthy long trousers, and the sandshoes with the canvas tops in tatters. When he replied quietly, with no shame or even diffidence, that he had never really seen the sea and therefore his composition was just made up, they sneered at him like so many little Columbuses, with the marvels and avarice of oceans in their eyes. They were far from knowing that he had given that answer, which was a lie, because he knew that they, and the teacher, were greedy for it.


‘I thought so, Tom,’ said Mr Forbes, with a heavy sigh. ‘But if you have not seen it, you have imagined it most beautifully.’


With his leer of sympathy he contemplated this small, smiling, incommunicable, deprived morsel of humanity beside him. Curdie’s smile was notorious: other teachers called it sly and insolent; it was, they said, the smile of the certificated delinquent, of misanthropy in bud, of future criminality, of inevitable degradation. Forbes refused to accept it as such; to him it indicated that this slum child, born so intelligent, was not only acknowledging the contempt and ridicule which his dress and his whole economic situation must incur, but was also making his own assessment of those who contemned and ridiculed. The result was not a vicious snarl, but this haunting courageous smile. It was possible, it was likely, that the boy would ultimately become debased. Who would not, born and bred in Donaldson’s Court, one of the worst slums in one of the worst slum districts in Europe? There rats drank at kitchen sinks, drunkards jabbed at each other’s faces with broken bottles, prostitutes carried on their business on stairheads, and policemen dreaded to enter. Most children brought up there were either depraved or protected by impenetrable stupidity.


Tom Curdie, on the contrary, had one of the best intelligences in the school. Properly fed, clothed, rested, and encouraged, he could go on to the University and have a brilliant career. As it was, malnourished, in rags, gnawed at daily by corrupting influences, discouraged everywhere, and perpetually tired through sleeping in a room with his brother and sister, where his mother and her horrible paramour also slept, he still could hold his own among the cleverest of his contemporaries, and could excel these in the strange beauty of his imagination.


It was true he had taken part in the burglary of a shop. His accomplices had stolen cigarettes and sweets, he packets of butter: that, which had amused others, had convinced Forbes, himself so well creashed, that bodily craving more than vice had impelled the child. Nevertheless, he had been brought to court, found guilty, and put on a year’s probation. ‘You know what that means, Tom?’ Forbes had asked sternly. ‘Yes, sir. It means if I do anything wrong in the next year I’d better no’ be found out.’ Others would have interpreted that as impertinence, some would have punished him for it; but Forbes, accused so often of having no humour himself, saw the reply as a flash of sad but valiant irony. So much wrong had been done to this boy. By whom it had been done, Forbes could not quite say, except that he as a member of society must accept share of the blame. Hitherto he had seen no way by which to make amends. Now he saw a way.


Every year he and his family—Mary, his wife, and Alistair and Gillian, his children—spent their summer holiday at Towellan, a little village on the Firth of Clyde, two or three miles from the popular resort Dunroth. Those who thought meanness or economy was the reason for returning there summer after summer were ludicrously wrong. Towellan was not just a place where a holiday was spent, it was where the Forbes family renewed itself, where their love for one another, their faith, trust, and hope, were strengthened. Every pebble on the shore in front of the cottage, every leaf in the wood behind, every sprig of heather on the farther hills, were hallowed and possessed of this vitalising power. There, in his mauve corduroy shorts, Forbes might be laughed at by passing tourists, Mary, his sweet-blooded wife, sucked by clegs, and the two children tormented by ennui on wet afternoons, but always by the end of the month all four returned home tanned, happy, and invigorated in spirit as well as body.


So the idea came to Forbes. Why not take Tom Curdie with them this summer, not just to feed him and give him rest and fresh air, but especially to build up in him an immunity against the evil influences threatening him?


‘Thalassa,’ murmured Forbes, as he made his vow, for in his time he had been one of Xenophon’s men when they had caught sight of the sea after their long march, and now he would be with young Tom Curdie having his first experience of the beautiful Firth of Clyde.


The boy stood with his hands still behind his back. These queer noises and grimaces which the fat teacher was making were typical and funny, but amusement, like suffering, must never be shown.


The period bell rang. Hubbub of departure broke out.


‘All right, Tom,’ said Forbes, dismissing him.


As the boy walked back to his place the dirt on his neck was more clearly seen; and were those red specks flea-marks? A voice whispered to Mr Forbes to cancel his vow. Where fleas were there might be lice; and if Mary detested clegs and midges, she loathed fleas and lice.


‘It would be cowardly,’ muttered Forbes, ‘to let lice defeat me.’


There was, however, another obstacle: the headmaster’s approval might not be necessary, but to so loyal and punctilious a subordinate as Forbes it was desirable.


With the copy-book in hand he went down to the head’s room. Knocking, and waiting to allow Mr Fisher time to assume the appearance at least of managerial industry, he entered.


Mr Fisher, white-haired and affable, had been smoking a cigarette and dreaming of his forthcoming holiday on the Isle of Wight. When Forbes entered, however, he was crouched in his chair with his hands clasped, as if he was seeking by some kind of Yogi meditation to find a remedy for the shrinkage in children’s brains which headmasters all over the country were lamenting. When he saw who his caller was he found it hard to dissemble his dismay. Forbes usually came with the most exasperating and inconsiderate requests. No other teacher was so optimistic in discovering children who ought to be promoted; he had no respect for the sanctity of the time-table.


Forbes made his customary little bow. Sometimes his chief thought it funny, sometimes pathetic, sometimes even dignified, but often insubordinate in the subtlest manner. Always it made him uncomfortable.


‘I beg your pardon for interrupting you, Mr Fisher,’ said Forbes.


‘Not a bit of it, Charlie. Sit down. What’s on your mind?’


Forbes placed the copy-book on the desk in front of his chief. ‘Read that, Mr Fisher,’ he said.


Mr Fisher, groaning within at this inconvenient zeal, in June too, with the session’s marks all tabulated, glanced over the composition. Himself in his day a teacher of mathematics, he had no feeling for style in literature. He wondered what he was expected to say. Was this some kind of trap?


‘A bit grubby, isn’t it?’ he murmured.


‘Let that pass. What of the matter?’


‘Not bad, not bad at all.’


‘Mr Fisher, would you believe me if I were to tell you that the boy who wrote that has never seen the sea?’


The headmaster looked at the name on the outside. Immediately he bristled.


‘So it’s Curdie’s?’ he said. ‘What’s he been up to this time? Miss Strang had him down yesterday. She caught him grinning insolently at her.’


Forbes, too, grew stiff. It was his belief that Miss Strang, who taught French, had a spite against the boy because of his rags.


‘I am not here to complain,’ he said.


‘Thank goodness for that. I don’t like strapping him. Pity’s what he should get, but who could risk giving it to him?’


‘I could, Mr Fisher. That boy lies under an Everest, a whole Himalayan range, of handicaps, disadvantages, and penalties. Yet he has never revealed, to me at any rate, one whimper of complaint, one yelp for revenge.’


‘He’s deep, Charlie, deep and sly.’


‘No, Mr Fisher. He is magnanimous.’


‘But, Charlie, he’s a convicted thief.’


‘Magnanimity, Mr Fisher.’


‘A thick skin, more likely.’


‘But magnanimity, especially a child’s, is exhaustible. When it is gone, ineradicable rancour must take its place.’


Like an ingenuous pupil, the headmaster pretended bright interest. Inwardly he commiserated with himself on thus being bothered by this pompous bore who, it was said, had twice lost the chance of promotion because at both the interviews he had moralised thus to the councillors.


‘I’ve come to the conclusion, Mr Fisher, that it isn’t enough to draw my salary, and at four o’clock each day turn my back and retreat to my suburban sanctuary.’


‘I’m sure none of us do that, Charlie.’


‘I have done so. I speak only for myself. Here, as I see it, is my chance to atone. Mr Fisher, I propose to take Tom Curdie with my family to Towellan this summer. It seems to me the experience might give the boy some support in the battle which he has constantly to wage against corruption. I am here to seek your advice.’


Faced with that vast, sanctimonious, aggressive pout, the headmaster grew peeved. Originality of most kinds he distrusted, but original goodness most of all.


‘You want my honest opinion, Charlie?’


‘Naturally.’


‘Then I’m telling you, emphatically, you’d be doing a very foolish thing. You’d ruin your holiday. You’re mistaken about Curdie, you know. Bob Black of Oldlands Primary had him for seven years. He warned me particularly about him. And you know what Mr Todd thinks of him.’


Todd, the deputy headmaster and principal maths teacher, thought Curdie was a practised liar and thief. He also thought all humanity was born wicked and had to be coerced into virtue.


‘He thinks wee Curdie’s the most dangerous boy in the school, Charlie, worse even than big Alboe.’


Alboe was the school moron and bully. Periodically he had to be disarmed; now it would be a knife, now a razor blade on a stick, and now a lavatory chain with handle.


‘You can see Alboe coming,’ said Mr Fisher, ‘but Curdie’s sleekit and clever.’


‘Is it not possible his restraint may spring from courage?’


‘Oh, he’s no coward. I’ll grant you that, Charlie. Have you considered it’d mean getting entangled with his family? You know what a proper hell’s brew they’re said to be. Donaldson’s Court? If I’d a pet tiger I wouldn’t let it go in yonder. What does your wife say?’


‘I have not discussed it with her yet.’


Mr Fisher laughed. ‘I see. It’s just a notion that’s floated into your head? She’ll see that it floats out again.’


‘My wife is a very generous woman.’


‘Charlie, all our wives are, bless them.’


‘No.’ The simple negative was not enough; it had to be followed by a firm shake of the head: thus only Mrs Forbes among wives was generous. ‘If I was asked for an example of the indomitability of the human spirit, out of our whole school, Mr Fisher, I should choose little Tom Curdie.’


Mr Fisher was overwhelmed. ‘Now, Charlie,’ he muttered, ‘don’t lose sight of realities altogether. You’ll tell Mrs Forbes he’s been in the hands of the police?’


‘She knows that. I have spoken to her about this boy often.’


‘I’ll tell you what we could do. His character’s against him, but maybe we could get him a fortnight at one of the Corporation’s holiday homes.’


‘Institutional treatment is not what’s wanted,’ said Forbes. ‘That would be a typical shirking of the problem. If there is to be salvation there must be sacrifice, and risk too, if you like. You raise no objection then?’


‘How could I, Charlie? It’s a private matter between you and Curdie’s people.’


‘Thank you, Mr Fisher. I should be obliged if this remained confidential.’


The headmaster accompanied him to the door.


‘It’s a generous impulse, Charlie,’ he said. ‘I’ll say that for it. We all have them, you know. God, the number of unfortunate children I’ve wished to father in my time!’ Too late he saw the absurd ambiguity of that remark. Although he could not help giving it the homage of a grin himself, he almost loved Forbes for remaining so grave. Lack of humour could be endearing. ‘Yes, Charlie,’ he hurried on, ‘we all have them. Thanks to our good sensible wives mostly, they die in the bud.’


‘My wife respects my ideals, Mr Fisher.’


Mr Fisher didn’t believe it. ‘You’re lucky, Charlie,’ he murmured.


When he had seen his visitor off the headmaster tottered back to his desk. First he lit a cigarette and puffed at it with cancer-defying greed; then he snatched up the telephone and rang up his crony Bob Black, head of Oldlands Primary.


‘Is that you, Bob?’ he said. ‘Jack Fisher here.’


Black had a big, loud, cheerful voice.


‘Hello, Jack,’ he cried. ‘How’s it going? Ticking off the days, eh?’


‘Bob, thank God you sound as coarse and selfish and brutal as usual.’


‘What’s going on?’ asked Bob, laughing.


‘I’ve just had a session with Charlie Forbes.’


‘Good old Charlie. What’s biting him now? Last time he was objecting to your unchristian practice of allowing pupils to be strapped who’d forgotten their Bibles.’


‘You remember little Curdie? You sent him on to me a year ago.’


‘One of my brightest ever.’


‘Yes, but would you call him an example of magnanimity and indomitability?’


‘Jack, I wouldn’t even call myself that if I could get my tongue round them.’


They laughed.


‘I don’t think I’d even call Charlie that,’ he added.


They laughed again.


‘He’s a nice enough fellow,’ said Bob, ‘but an awful humbug.’


‘Curdie’s a sly wee rogue though, isn’t he?’


‘Isn’t he just? Have you met his mother?’


‘No. She’s not one of the ambitious mammas who pester me about their sons’ careers.’


‘No, she wouldn’t be. But you’ve missed a treat, Jack. A genuine horror. Crafty as auld Nick’s wife. Fat, too, like Charlie himself. Stinks. Her husband ran away from her years ago; no wonder.’


‘But she’s got another, hasn’t she?’


‘Yes.’ The laughter went out of Bob’s voice. ‘I wouldn’t joke about him. He’s a cripple, from birth I should think. I saw him once on the street; you know, Jack, my own legs felt fankled afterwards. But it doesn’t stop him from getting drunk. A pair of beauties, I’m afraid. You can’t help feeling sorry for young Curdie. He’s got a younger brother here now, but he’s a different type altogether: always greeting and utterly brainless. But why the sudden interest in Curdie? What’s he done now?’


‘Can’t tell you, Bob. Sorry. It’s a secret between me and Charlie. Let’s say he’s taking an interest in Curdie.’


‘Nothing wrong with that, if it’s an intelligent interest.’


‘I’m afraid it isn’t.’


Bob paused. ‘I suppose, Jack, he’s been at you to put in a word for him?’


‘He has, Bob.’


‘Me, too. But the poor blighter always makes it sound as if it was me that was begging the favour.’


‘That’s Charlie all right.’


‘Has he missed the boat now for good, d’you think?’


‘Well, Bob, could he be entrusted with responsibility?’


‘No, Jack, he couldn’t. By the way, what’s the latest about Walter Biddell?’


And they went on to discuss a fellow headmaster recently outmanoeuvred in a promotion campaign.




Chapter Two


The Forbes suburban sanctuary was one of a scheme of houses as alike and as architecturally interesting as match-boxes. Theirs was fortunate in that in front of it were open fields, across which hills could be seen in the distance. Not far away was a farm complete with midden, so that with a west wind came the smell of dung, pleasing Charlie in certain of his moods, and Mary in none. Within easy strolling distance was a wood with a lover’s walk, where pheasants were sometimes seen; a stream flowed through it, a haunt of wagtails.


Their garden was tiny, which Charlie regretted in theory but welcomed in practice: he was too big in the belly, and too assiduous a planter of exotic hopes, to be zealous in the cultivation of leeks or even gladioli; but he liked to watch Mary plant, weed, mow, and chase neighbours’ cats. Those neighbours themselves were much too close: five other gardens bordered on the Forbeses’, so that on summer evenings it was no place for solitary contemplation.


No flower to Charlie was lovelier than his wife. Small, nicely plump, pink-cheeked, pleasantly smiling, black-haired with streaks of white, neat and assured in all her movements, whether walking along the avenue carrying a shopping basket or dancing a Duke of Perth, she was popular with her neighbours and saw to it that they respected her and her family. Whatever opinions they had about her husband, whatever smiles of good-natured derision he evoked, had to be hidden from her. She knew that those opinions and smiles existed, she even thought they were in some instances justified, and certainly she could not always keep free from annoyance at Charlie; but loyalty, good sense, self- respect, and affection, had so far enabled her to express that annoyance with tact and discretion. Nevertheless she often thought and sometimes said, with a little asperity, that she didn’t have two children, she had three.


As soon as he came home from school that day he noticed that she was rather cross. When he inquired, fondly, she said she felt tired, that was all; she needed a holiday. At the tea table she scolded the children oftener than usual.


It should have been obvious to Charlie that he should have postponed the discussion about Tom Curdie; but even if it had occurred to him he would have rejected it on the grounds that where diplomacy was needed trust could not exist.


After tea, the dishes washed and dried, with Charlie enthusiastically helping, the children out at play again, he suggested a walk in the sunshine, for it had turned out a fine evening. She consented, on conditions: he wasn’t to take her where she would have to cross ploughed fields or clamber over fences or—she laughed as she said this—help to pull him through when he got stuck. That picture of him fast by the belly and behind on barbs was unflattering, but it could be substantiated. The final condition was that he must wear his good flannels and new sports jacket. She herself would wear her new fawn summer coat. In it she looked charming, as he told her; but, as she told herself, she also looked cool, wary, and a shade pugnacious. From her point of view this stroll, like every other stroll in the district, was not merely for fresh air and exercise and the pleasure of birdsong;


it was also for the informing of all neighbours in gardens or behind curtains that the Forbeses were as good as they.


They approached the farm. Mary grumbled as usual about the stench and the dilapidated outhouses that spoiled the appearance of the suburb. In one of those outhouses was kept a huge white bull which had won prizes: it was called Ardlamont Pride. The top part of the door was usually open, so that passers-by could see that massive melancholy head with the ringed nose and tearful eyes. Charlie was always fascinated. He could never pass, even when Mary was with him. Now this evening he went over, leant through the door, patted the great head, and spoke to it caressingly, as another person might have spoken to a kitten.


Mary at all times found the brute disgusting and terrifying. Sometimes she would linger and tease her husband as he admired it, but this evening she walked impatiently away, leaving him, and the Pride, gazing after her with similar expressions of regret.


Lingering had been one mistake; hurrying to make up was another. People she knew and didn’t much like were watching. Although she agreed with him in principle that the tittle-tattle of such neighbours ought not to be heeded, still, being a sensitive woman, it galled her to catch a glimpse, through their eyes, of herself being neglected for a miry brute of a bull, and then being rejoined at an eager taurian gallop.


He arrived panting.


‘There was no need to run, Charlie,’ she said. ‘If you like people laughing at you, I don’t.’


He turned and gazed after those poor clods without imagination who could not endure to see a man in a public place running after his wife in his joy to be by her side.


‘You’ve got something to tell me,’ she said. ‘What is it?’


All along he had suspected that she had had one of her intuitive premonitions. It was not necessarily a bad sign.


Behind them the Pride bellowed.


‘Well, there is something, Mary,’ he confessed, laughing.


‘I knew it the minute you came in tonight.’


She was referring of course to his concentration upon a propitiatory form of words; especially during the dish-drying had he sought it. That it was necessary did not of course belie his proud claim to Mr Fisher that she was very generous, and also that she respected his ideals. Like every other woman of spirit, Mary wished all his words to be a form of wooing.


‘Well?’ she asked.


‘Mary, my dear, you’ve heard me talk about a boy called Tom Curdie?’


‘You talk about so many of your pupils, Charlie, I can’t be expected to remember them all.’


‘He’s special, Mary. A very clever boy, from Donaldson’s Court.’


‘Isn’t he the one on probation for stealing?’


‘That’s him,’ he said eagerly.


‘All right, what about him?’


‘Perhaps I’ve spoken about his strange smile, his indomitable spirit?’


‘Perhaps you have, Charlie.’


He decided to plunge. ‘I made a vow today, Mary, one that I regard as solemn.’


She waited.


‘I vowed to take Tom Curdie with me to Towellan this summer.’


‘With you, Charlie? Are you going by yourself this year?’


‘I meant, of course, with us. Provided you are agreeable.’


‘So I’m to have a say, Charlie?’


‘You always have a say, Mary.’


‘And it’s just as well for you, Charlie.’


He remembered Mr Fisher’s words about good, sensible wives.


‘He’s a thief,’ she said, with indignation.


‘Because of corrupting influences, surely. It’s those influences I hope to save him from. Consider where he lives, Mary. Mr Fisher himself said that if he had a pet tiger he wouldn’t let it go into Donaldson’s Court.’


‘Every child that lives in a slum isn’t a thief. But why has it got to be you, Charlie? There are lots of them on your staff better able to afford it.’


‘Financially, yes.’


‘Didn’t you tell me his mother lives with a man who’s not her husband?’


‘Yes, but that’s not Tom’s fault.’


‘I don’t care whose fault it is, Charlie. I’ve got to protect my own children. He’ll have seen and heard the most filthy things.’


‘Yes, Mary, he will have.’


‘He’ll not be clean. He’ll have lice. He’ll swear. He’ll lie. He’ll have all kinds of disgusting habits.’


‘No, no,’ he cried. ‘He’s not like that at all.’


‘What did Mr Fisher say?’


He did not answer; his face told her.


‘I thought so, Charlie. And all the other teachers would say the same, not to mention the police.’ She softened her voice. ‘You dream too much about what should be, Charlie; you don’t see what really is.’


His whole being then seemed checked, suffocated, as if its necessary atmosphere was removed. He knew that atmosphere was his wife’s support, approval, and loyalty.


She thought he looked like Alistair when denied some expensive toy.


‘Apart from anything else, Charlie,’ she said, ‘look at the extra


work it’d mean for me. I grumble enough as it is about the holiday just being a change of sinks for me.’


‘I do my share.’


‘You always mean to, I’ll grant you that.’


‘I wash dishes.’ And then he realised that by introducing this pettiness he was yielding victory, not to her, but to that prevailing meanness of spirit which, however unwittingly, she represented then.


‘A thousand women in my place, Charlie, would all give the same answer.’


‘I thought my wife was one in a thousand,’ he said humbly.


She was touched. ‘You’re asking what’s not fair, Charlie.’


‘I need your help, Mary,’ he said desperately.


She understood that he had made this thing far more important to him than he should.


‘Charlie, my mother might be going with us.’


‘I thought she said she wasn’t.’


‘She just said she might not be. As a matter of fact, I think she’ll come.’


‘Well, even if she did there’d still be room for him in the hut.’


‘And a lot more work for me.’


‘I promise I’d do my share.’ He tried to laugh, to speak lightly. ‘If I fail in other things, Mary my dear, at least let me succeed in this.’


She supposed he was referring to his failure to be promoted, and she wondered if this taking of the boy to Towellan wasn’t a last desperate move to attract the favour of councillors.


‘Have you asked him?’ she asked. ‘The boy, I mean.’


‘I couldn’t till I had your consent.’


‘Would he go?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Perhaps he works during the holidays.’


‘It’s possible.’


‘His people would object to losing his wages.’


‘I expect they would.’ He sighed. ‘It would seem that the circumstances of the world are all against my keeping my vow.’


‘Yes, Charlie, I think they are.’


‘So your verdict is: no?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Very well. Shall we say no more about it?’


‘That suits me, Charlie.’


He sighed again, and smiled, and put on his martyr’s face.


No more was said about it until they were in their bedroom. He was peevishly struggling to loose a knot in his shoe-lace, caused by his inefficient bow-tying. She had her back to him.


‘Are you really serious about wanting this boy Curdie to come with us?’ she asked.


He turned round, astonished and disconcerted.


‘So serious, Mary, that my reputation is involved.’


She let the exaggeration pass. ‘Will it really do any good?’ It was a double-edged question, and she looked at him to see if he understood. She thought he did.


‘Yes, Mary, it will, a great deal of good, I’m sure of it.’


‘If we had him for a week, would that do?’


‘I thought, a fortnight.’


‘Any trouble, and he goes home at once?’


‘Certainly. But he won’t give any trouble, Mary; I could swear to that.’


‘All right, we’ll try it.’


He jumped up, one shoe on, one off, and embraced her. ‘Thank you, Mary. I know you’re doing this for my sake, and I’m very grateful.’


‘Don’t let’s talk about it any more tonight, Charlie. I’m tired.’


When Charlie at last slept, after wrestling with qualms, he dreamed. In a green hilly field a boy sat on a huge white bull with his fist full of lice. The bull’s face was like Charlie’s own, but the boy’s could never be seen clearly enough to be identified. In the background, bluer than ever he had seen it in reality, shone the Firth.




Chapter Three



An aesthete, as well as its humanitarian owner, would have been shocked had Mr Fisher’s pet tiger wandered into Donaldson’s Court. There its sleek skin, indigenous to jungle striped with sun and shadow, would have been shamed, and its fastidious paws polluted, by the garbage, filth, and overflow from broken privies. The splendour and beauty of the great beast would have been extinguished. In the same way, of course, it could be and often was objected that the more intricate, more fragile, and diviner beauty of the human body and mind was also shamed and polluted by such surroundings. But the humans had the advantage in that, being domiciled there for generations, they had undergone a debasement that softened the contrast. Newly-born babies in their prams, if washed, looked pathetically alien there; but in a short time, in two years or less, they had begun to acquire the characteristics which would enable them to survive amidst that dirt and savagery, but which naturally detracted a great deal from their original beauty. By manhood or womanhood they were as irretrievably adapted to their environment as the tiger to his. Hence aesthetes, humanitarians, moralists, and politicians, whilst still appreciating the tragedy, had it presented to them in a tolerable manner. Slumdom was hideous; but then the people who lived there were slum-dwellers.


On a wet afternoon two days after Mr Forbes had made his vow, through the pend that led into Donaldson’s Court, walked one of its inhabitants, distinguishable from most by his bright, wary, uncommitted eyes. He was Tom Curdie. In one pocket he had a letter from Forbes addressed to his mother although she could hardly read, and in another an apple lifted from a box outside a fruiterer’s; this was for his brother Alec who had been off school that day through illness.


There was another inhabitant in the pend. An old black cat crouched in a hole against the wall, sheltering from rain and cruelties. It seemed afraid to close its eyes, and kept shivering as if in a nightmare of gigantic rats. It had been kicked out by someone. Soon it would be found dead and its carcase swung by the tail by boys to make girls scream, before being tossed into some dustbin where the scavengers would discover it with oaths of outrage.


Tom went over, squatted, and, heedless of the scabs visible under its fur, stroked it. Suspicious of kindness, it mewed in misery at being too weak to slink away. He did not speak either to reassure or sympathise. Pity was never shown by him, only comradeship. For any creature whom he accepted as his comrade he would lie, steal, or suffer. This old cat was such a comrade. Recognising its hunger, and having only the apple reserved for Alec, he did not know what to do. Then, biting off a piece, he placed it under the cat’s mouth. It mewed and sniffed, but did not eat. He knew that his presence, his human smell threatening treachery and cruelty, put it off. He rose up, therefore, and padded out into the rain. There he looked back. The cat, not much liking apple, was nevertheless eating. He smiled in approval. Never to whine; to accept what came; to wait for better; to take what you could; to let no one, not even yourself, know how near to giving in you were: these were his principles by which he lived, and he honoured them in this old dying cat.


To reach his house, two storeys up, he had to climb a common stair wet with overflow from a privy. A stench of damp, decay, and urine, lay sour and thick on the air. He was passed by an old man, snivelling and squeaking, whose face looked like an apple out of which several bites had been taken. He was nearly blind. It was his custom to swing a blow at any person passing him, and when he missed, as he usually did, he broke into a horrible weeping and struck at himself. He drank methylated spirits and melted boot polish, and was crazy.


Tom easily dodged aside, without laughing, as some did, or swearing, like others. He gazed after the sobbing old man without fear, anger, or disgust. There were many such persons in the Court and the surrounding tenements. He knew them and their vices and despairs. He passed no judgment, but they were not his comrades. They had all long ago given in, and wanted him to give in, too.


It was Alec who opened the door. As soon as he saw Tom he began to whimper. He had a large sore at the side of his mouth, and looked ill.


Apparently not heeding the self-piteous whines of his brother, Tom entered the single-roomed house. No one else was there. His mother, with his half-sister of three, was out visiting; she would be drinking beer and playing cards.


Alec had been alone in the house for three hours; now he followed his brother about, as plaintive and possessive as a kitten.


‘Did you bring me onything?’ he asked. ‘You said you would.’


Tom handed him the apple.


‘I don’t like aipples very much,’ whined Alec.


‘It’s good for you.’


‘There’s a bite oot o’it.’


‘I wanted to see if it was sweet.’


‘Is it sweet?’


‘Aye.’


Alec took a bite. ‘It’s no’ very sweet,’ he grumbled. ‘Did you steal it, Tom?’


‘I took it.’


‘Shoogle says taking’s juist the same as stealing.’


Shoogle was their foster-father. Imposed on him as an infant, the nickname had come to be used even by his mother, and now his three-year-old daughter lisped it. He worked in a rope factory.


‘Shoogle’s feart for you, Tom.’


Alec hee-hee’d at that astonishing fear inspired by his brother who was smaller even than Shoogle and not so strong.


‘Will I read a comic to you?’ asked Tom.


Alec agreed eagerly; he could not read himself well enough to enjoy it.


They sat side-by-side on a chair whose stuffing and springs were visible. Soon Alec was laughing as his brother read about the antics of the characters in the comic. But Tom’s own mind was only partly on what he was reading. He was also wondering what Forbes’s true reason was for so strange an invitation. The teacher had spoken about good food, fresh air, and scenery; he had said they would do Tom good, physically and morally. Tom had understood very well what he had meant, but he could not see what Forbes hoped to get out of it. He knew that Forbes was supposed to be conceited and rather stupid, and that other teachers laughed at him behind his back. Was this invitation then just an act of conceit and stupidity? Or was Forbes really trying to be kind?


Once before Tom had been befriended by a teacher. It was in the Primary. Miss McIntosh, who was always bothering him with kindness, one day brought clothes for him; they had belonged to her young brother. Tom had accepted them, but he had taken them straight after school to a junkshop where the man had given him ninepence for them. Next morning, when Miss McIntosh had whispered why he was not wearing them, he had announced, loudly so that all the class would hear, what he had done with them. He had expected her to strike him with her hand or the strap; indeed, he had wanted her to. Instead she had just stood and stared at him, with tears in her eyes. She had not reported him to Mr Black the headmaster. He had been nine then. Even now he could not forgive her for her pity. She had come nearest to coaxing him to give in.


Forbes was different: he could be laughed at. Besides, it was more likely that Forbes was offering to take him just to show off, to prove that he was better than the other teachers who would never think of taking with them a boy from Donaldson’s Court. From many things Forbes had said in class, and from overhearing remarks passed by other teachers, Tom knew that the fat English master was conceited about his championing of people oppressed, such as slaves, boy chimney sweeps, women in mines, foxes hunted by hounds, boys severely strapped, and children living in slums. He would hold up a lesson to display his indignation at those oppressions. It was always an opportunity for some boys to read comics under their desks, or do next day’s Latin exercise, or just doze. One of the commonest charges against Forbes by his pupils was that he wasted such a lot of time.


Tom knew very well that the majority of children were far more fortunate than he, but he had never envied them. Envy, like pity, was not in his creed. What he hoped to do or to become was apart altogether from what others did or became. To have been envious would have been to become involved and so weakened. His success, if ever it came, must owe nothing to anyone.


So far he had preserved this lonely independence. Not even Alec, or Peerie Whitehouse and Chick Mackie, the two members of his gang, had been allowed to violate it. Shame made no breach in him: he had none, neither for himself nor for others. For instance, he knew that the mothers of the other boys in his class wore hats and silk stockings and did not get drunk. His own mother, on the contrary, wore her hair lank and lousy about her ears and sometimes over her eyes. Usually her legs were bare, mottled with dirt and varicose veins. She was fat like Forbes, with her belly swollen and her breasts shrunken, so that when she stripped to the waist to wash at the sink she did not look like a woman at all. When she spoke she slavered, so that every three or four words she had to suck in and swallow. Several of her teeth were missing, making those oral noises of fatuous sorrow and mirth all the louder. She often made foolish jokes and wept silly tears, especially when drunk; then she would lament the early days of her marriage before her two sons were born, and before fat, like a curse from heaven, had fallen upon her, driving away her man who had disliked fat, even on ham.


Such was his mother, but Tom was not ashamed of her; neither was he fond or proud. She was a phenomenon he had known since birth. All he owed her was life, a gift shared by lice and rats. If she gave him an order which he thought foolish, inconvenient, or unnecessary, he would ignore it; as he would any appeal which it did not suit him to answer. She might wheedle, threaten, or cry she was going to commit suicide, it made no difference. Since the age of five he had pleased himself.


As for her bedmate, Shoogle Kemp, he was of no account.


That left Molly his half-sister, who was the only creature Tom feared; not because of her vicious little nails which could cause suppurating scratches, or her shrieking rages, but because she had once been a chuckling baby whom he had liked to push about in a battered pram.


He was diverted from these thoughts by Alec tugging peevishly at his arm.


‘You’re no’ reading, Tom. Whit’s up?’


‘I was thinking.’


‘Whit aboot, Tom?’


It was then that the idea came into Tom’s mind. Merely to go with Forbes to Towellan would be purposeless. Why not then take Alec with him, and Peerie and Chick? They could sleep in the gang’s tent. No shopkeeper there would know them. There would be farms with henhouses, fields with potatoes, the sea with fish. It would pay Forbes back.


But some money would be needed.


  ~



Tea that evening was a typical meal. Mrs Curdie was almost drunk, and since her lover objected to her anticipating him in that condition she had to cringe with penitence. Molly, who had toothache, screamed at everybody and emptied her mug of tea over Alec, who pretended to have been scalded and howled. Shoogle, with sleeves rolled up, revealing puny tattoo’d forearms, ignored all the hubbub to concentrate on giving as many passionately bitter reasons as he could for rejecting the melted potted head which Queenie, with tipsy economy, had bought cheap.


A lull came. Molly had fallen asleep on the floor. It appeared she had already been dosed with whisky to allay the ache.


‘One of the teachers,’ said Tom, ‘wants to take me with him on his holidays.’


His mother was furtively eating the potted head that Shoogle had refused. She looked up, with astonishment in her bloodshot eyes giving way to surmise, horror, and calculation.


‘God, did you hear that, Shoogle?’ she asked.


‘I’m no’ deaf.’


‘But whit’s the idea?’ She made faces intended to indicate abominations for which there were names. ‘D’you think that’s it?’


‘I’ve read that it’s worse among educated men,’ he said. ‘Actors and lawyers and teachers and even ministers, they’re all at it.’


‘Especially ministers,’ she agreed. ‘You read aboot them every Sunday in the News of the World.’


Then she turned to Tom who had watched her every ogle, smirk, leer, and gesture.


‘Wha is he?’ she asked.


‘Mr Forbes.’


‘Aye, but whit’s he like? Does he use scent on his hankies?’


‘That would prove nothing,’ said Shoogle. ‘I used to put scent on mine.’


She forgot the wickedness of the world then to gawk at him in love and wonder. ‘Did ye, Shoogle?’


He disregarded her to address Tom.


‘This man, Forbes, does he ever ask boys to wait after four?’


Tom nodded. He knew what was being hinted at.


‘I mean,’ whispered Shoogle, after a pause in which his shrivelled face, for all its work-dirt and unshavenness, looked as vindictively wise as a High Court Judge’s, ‘does he ask single boys?’


‘Yes.’


‘Would you credit it?’ cried Mrs Curdie. ‘Right under the heidie’s nose! We send oor weans to school to be educated and that’s whit we get. In my day teachers had whiskers and bowler hats. It was wee lassies they were after then; that was bad enough, but it was mair natural.’ She put her hand at her mouth and whispered behind it. ‘Whit d’you think, Shoogle? Would this fellow pay onything to keep oor mooths shut?’


‘That would be blackmail, Queenie. D’you want two years in jail?’


‘Naebody would ken.’


Suddenly he banged his fist on the table.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ she beseeched, ‘don’t wake up Molly.’


‘I don’t care if I woke up the deid. Listen to me, Queenie.’


‘I’m listening, Shoogle.’


‘We’ve got a problem to consider. This place we live in, whit is it? I’ll tell you. It’s a dump, a bluidy rotten dump.’


‘There’s worse, Shoogle. We havenae got rats chewing at oor lugs during the night.’


‘Are we human beings or beasts?’


She sighed. ‘They say it takes five quid a week to feed a greyhound.’


‘I’ve lived here a’ my days,’ went on Shoogle. ‘I’m a product. Look at me, for God’s sake, a product.’ He looked down at his legs. ‘When I was a wee boy, younger than Alec there, a man had me up on a platform at a political meeting. That’s whit he christened me then: a product.’


‘He had nae right to dae sich a thing.’


‘He’s deid noo,’ said Shoogle, ‘but before he dee’d he had a job worth three thousand pounds a year.’


‘Feather your ain nest, it’s the same everywhere, Shoogle.’


‘So we’ve got to be careful, Queenie. This man Forbes might be a genuine Christian.’


‘I thought they were extinct, like giraffes.’


‘Giraffes are no’ extinct.’


‘Weel, they should be, wi’ necks like lamp-posts.’


She sniggered at her own jokes, but he did not respond. Seriousness was, in her opinion, his greatest handicap; it crippled him worse than his twisted legs.


‘If Forbes is doing this for Tom because he’s a Christian,’ said Shoogle, ‘then there’s nae problem. But if it’s for the ither reason, there is a problem.’


She was shocked. ‘You’re no suggesting you’d let him go, if … ?’


‘I’m saying there’s a problem. Whit we’ve got to do is to balance the harm that might come to the boy if he goes wi’ Forbes, against the harm that’ll come to him if like you and me he never gets away frae this kind of life. He’s got brains. Every teacher he’s had has said so. Given a chance he micht get oot and do weel. But who’s to gie him that chance, Queenie? No’ you or me, for we’re no’ able. There’s nae candidate but this fellow Forbes.’


She turned towards her son who had been listening inscrutably.


‘This one’ll please himself,’ she whined.


‘I’ve to get your permission,’ said Tom.


‘You’re my ain son. I can mind the very hour you were born. But I ken less aboot you now than I did then. You’ve got nae fondness for me, I ken that. You’ve got nae respect and nae pity. When did I ever see a ha’penny o’ the money you get at the dairy? Why should me and Shoogle worry aboot you? You’ll gang to hell in your ain way. Let Forbes tak’ you. He’ll be sorry. You’re one that’ll never pay if the price doesnae suit you.’


He chose that moment to say: ‘Mrs Forbes is going, and they’ve got two children.’


His mother’s reaction was not anger at being deceived, or relief at having her fears dispelled, but rather solicitude at Shoogle’s peculiar disappointment. She was trying to console him when Molly woke up and began to scream for attention.
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