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PART ONE




   




  
Chapter One




  WHEN I AWAKENED, that April morning, in my attic bedroom, my head still cloudy from late hours of study, I felt constrained, reluctantly, to review my financial position. Thanks to the gratuity which I had received on my demobilization from the Navy three months before, the fees for my medical classes were paid up until the end of the year. The gold watch and chain I had inherited from my father, once again judiciously pawned, had provided me with the requisite instruments and secondhand textbooks. I had even managed to discharge in advance my annual dues to the Students’ Union. In an academic sense I was strictly solvent.




  But, alas, the other side of the ledger was less satisfactory. In my anxiety to ensure that nothing should interrupt this resumption of my studies, I had given slight heed to the minor consideration of keeping body and soul together. For the past month I had been subsisting on an occasional tearoom snack, supplemented by bizarre bargains from the local market brought into my lodging of an evening in a paper bag. I was, moreover, two weeks behind with my room rent, while my total assets—I counted the few coins again—were precisely three shillings and fivepence. Viewed from the rosiest aspect, it seemed scarcely an adequate sum on which to feed and clothe myself for the next eight months. Something must be done...and quickly.




  Suddenly I burst out laughing, wildly, hilariously, rolling about on the lumpy flock mattress like a colt in a meadow. What did it matter? I was young, healthy, filled with that irrepressible spirit only to be found in a ruddy, towheaded Scot whose veins were infused with a dash of Irish red blood corpuscles. I would work, work, work. I would live on air, sleep in the park, sing in the streets, do anything and everything, to enable me to take my doctor’s degree. I would win through at all costs. Was I not free again, and alive, miraculously, after those weary and dangerous years when, in the destroyer Melampus, we had patrolled the leaden, perpetually agitated waters of the North Sea, darting across, a solitary decoy, to Torchelling, Zeebrugge, and Jutland, through uncharted mine fields and submarine-infested shallows, half frozen by icy spray, sleeping in sea boots and a lifesaving jacket, riven by seasickness and the firm belief that any moment we might find ourselves blown to smithereens? Yes, the war, thank God, was over—there would never be another! And spring was here, glorious spring, touching even this smoky old city of Glasgow with its tender tints and sudden shafts of radiance. And—this above all—was I not immeasurably, hopelessly, and utterly unsuitably in love? She was a slender, brown-eyed young woman of eighteen, with soft russet hair and sun-warmed complexion, of a sweetness and innocence that melted the heart, also studying medicine at the University of Glasgow, and bent upon becoming a doctor attached to one of the Uganda foreign missions. Upon a foggy February day, some weeks before, in the pathology department I had come upon her, dissecting an endocarditic heart with grave application. On looking up from her work she had noticed me, and at the blinding moment the seeds of an unreasoning affection were sown. My first remark was breathtaking in its fatuity. I said, “Isn’t it foggy today?” But I learned that her name was Mary.




  We began to go out together. This dreary city which we inhabited had two redeeming features—the excellence of its tearooms, where for a modest twopence one could sit long over a refreshing cup, and the superb beauty of its surrounding countryside. Already we had expended more twopences than I could afford—an excuse to be together and to talk. Then on Saturdays we escaped to the nearby woods and hills, travelling through the suburbs by tramcar, then walking many miles across the moors, wind-burned and carefree.




  In our serious moments we realized how impossible was our relationship. Not only were we temperamentally opposed, for every practical purpose we were the last two people in the world to consider, even remotely, the business of matrimony. She was quiet, modest, and reserved, brought up in a strict Nonconformist circle and still, presumably, treasuring ardent hopes of converting the natives of the Congo. I was both happy-go-lucky and fiercely ambitious, while the religion into which I had been born, though it exercised me little, was not likely to commend me to Mary’s family.




  Our various friends had been kind enough to point out our mutual unsuitability, and from time to time we had met in agonized confabulation, whereat, over more tea and buns, we palely pledged ourselves to common sense, then parted, heroically, forever. But no sooner had we done so than, next morning, we came together by a force stronger than Newton’s law of gravity and called Heaven to witness that we would never give each other up.




  I jumped up, threw open the window, and began those backbreaking exercises with which I tortured my lanky body in a vain effort to become a second Sandow. Then, in the rickety bathroom, two flights down, I set my teeth and plunged into an icy tub. I dressed quickly, regretting the necessity which made me wear my old naval uniform. Not from choice was I attending classes like a juvenile admiral of the fleet—on my return from service I had found the moths in possession of my sole civilian suit. Still, why not carry through with it in style? I set my peaked cap at an angle, picked up my textbooks, and ran downstairs.




  Unluckily, my landlady lay in wait for me, guarding the front door with broom and bucket, a little cadaverous woman with adenoids and broken whalebone stays, whose execrable performances upon the parlour harmonium every Sunday afternoon were torture to the dogs of the neighbourhood.




  “Good morning, Mrs. Grant.”




  She did not respond to my greeting, but continued to regard me with her lacklustre yet accusing eye.




  “Did you cook a herring in your room last night?”




  “Well..., as a matter of...”




  “The smell went all through the house. My Indian gentleman was fair upset. Forby, you were wasting my gas.”




  “I didn’t use much gas, Mrs. Grant. In fact”—I forced a jovial laugh—“I ate the thing half raw.”




  She was not amused, but shook her head in melancholy disapproval.




  “I’ve nothing against you, lad, you back from the war and all. But you’re away behind with your rent. If you cannot pay..., you’ll have to go.”




  Silence. I clenched my fist and banged it down hard on the well-worn covers of Osler’s Practice of Medicine.




  “Mrs. Grant,” I assured her, “I swear by Hippocrates, I’ll pay you. Something is going to turn up for me. And soon!”




  Outside, the breeze was soft and fresh. As I strode through Kelvingrove Gardens a mavis was singing in the flowering red-currant bushes, and crocuses dappled the new grass surrounding the art gallery, where hung my favourite portrait, Rembrandt’s “Man in Armour,” before which, lost in admiration, I had often sighed, “Ah, to possess a painting such as that, one day!” Upon the hill beyond, the low outline of the University lay clear against the morning sky, chill despite the warmth of the day, and with a massive, brooding air, as though burdened by the weight of its five hundred years. How many Scottish country boys, poor yet ardent, had come to these grey cloisters, bringing with them, in the early days, from the farm, a sack of meal to make the porridge that would sustain them through months of study—in commemoration of which there was instituted a special students’ holiday, “Meal Monday.” How many of these ambitious lads, or perhaps how few, had won through in the end, and how many, ah, how many more, despite their desperate striving, had been coldly rejected, returned to their native villages, spent and defeated, stigmatized as failures!




  The thought galvanised me: I could not, must not fail; at all costs I must succeed. That, indeed was my dominant passion, the leitmotif of my life, the very reason of my being, implanted in my breast by those ten years of unbelievable hardship which had followed upon the death of my father—an event which had transformed my easy, affluent, and pampered existence to a struggle for bare survival. Nothing can exceed the longing of a poor youth, beaten down by circumstances, to rise above misfortune and justify himself, not only in his own eyes but in the eyes of others. Upon the heart of such a one is blazoned the motto: “Conquer or die.” With every pulse beat I seemed to hear, throbbing in my ears, the words “get on, get on, get on .., to riches, high position, fame.”




  On the south side of the University, upon a slightly lower level, stood the Western Infirmary, and as the town clock struck nine, I passed through the students’ entrance. This morning, in the main surgical clinic, the excision of a cerebral tumour was to be performed —a special treat which I had no wish to miss—but beyond that, my hopes were centred upon a plan which I meant to put into execution as soon as the operation was over.




  Despite my apparent bravado, I was only too well aware that the opportunities for a student to support himself at this small northern university were practically non-existent. Indeed, the only chance lay in securing an appointment as “dresser” or “houseman” to one of the Infirmary surgeons, a position which, though unpaid, entitled the fortunate incumbent to free board and lodging at the hospital. Now, I had been privately advised that the dresser to my surgery professor, Sir William MacEwen, was presently to be promoted to the position of registrar. I felt that I stood well with MacEwen; before going into the Navy I had received evidence of his consideration, and in each of the three monthly examinations conducted since my return, I had gained the first place. In brief, I had decided to ask him for the position.




  Already, in the operating theatre, most of the class were assembled, filling the circular tiers of benches that rose to the white-glassed roof, but my friend Chisholm had reserved a seat for me in the front row. As I squeezed in beside him a low, expectant buzz filled the air, intensified as the patient, a middle-aged woman, already under the anaesthetic, was wheeled in.




  I was no stranger to suffering, yet as I saw her lying inert, upon her face, breathing hoarsely, her head, completely shaven and swabbed with iodine, resembling a huge billiard ball, there was in her appearance something inhuman and grotesque which moved me strangely, and with a dramatic instinct altogether out of place in one dedicated to science, I began to reconstruct her history.




  At the outset, as she went about her household tasks—getting the children off to school, preparing her husband’s midday dinner—she had heard a faint ringing in her ears, like a peal of distant bells or wind whistling in the chimney, a sensation so odd it actually made her smile. As the noises recurred at intervals during the next few weeks, she dropped a little warm oil in her ears. There was not much improvement. And then her eyes began to trouble her, the newsprint of the daily paper seemed blurred and indistinct. Ah, that was it, of course! Why hadn’t she realised that her glasses needed changing? She went to the optician straightaway.




  But no, the stronger spectacles did not help her, and now, indeed, she felt singularly out of sorts. Her head ached, her appetite was gone, and at times the roaring in her ears assumed the intensity of a train thundering through a railway tunnel. What on earth was the matter with her? Worried and alarmed, she paid a visit to her family physician.




  The doctor listened sympathetically to her story, put the stethoscope to her chest, and nodded wisely. She was a trifle run-down, he told her, too bound up in her children, too unsparing of herself. She must take things easier, eat more green vegetables, spend an occasional weekend at the seaside. He gave her a tonic which would put her right in no time. He also syringed her ears.




  Reassured, clutching hopefully this marvellous medicine, she returned home. Next morning, when she rose, she felt giddy, reeled, lost her balance, and fell sideways to the floor. Thereafter, inexorably yet quite unrecognised, the frightful malady progressed. Accompanied by her husband, she visited a new doctor and then another, receiving always a different diagnosis which blamed in turn the liver, the nerves, the stomach, and always a fresh treatment that failed miserably to alleviate her sufferings.




  At last, in despair, she had recourse to the Infirmary and here came under the care of one who was neither an ignoramus nor a charlatan. She was examined thoroughly, scientifically—all manner of tests were carried out. Then the fatal words were uttered: “A tumour of the brain....The only hope, and that a faint one, immediate operation.” With what anguish, what nightmare terror had she contemplated this prospect? And then finally, this very morning, she had surrendered herself to the unknown, to that void wherein sharp steel would bite into her head, break apart the skull, and pierce to the very seat of life....




  Suddenly, a silence in the theatre recalled me—the professor had entered, unheralded and unaccompanied, but with a calm dignity, a look of interior purpose which made him at once the central figure in the drama about to be enacted before us. At this time Sir William MacEwen was past seventy, yet his tall spare figure, erect as a lance, his regular, clean-cut features and handsome profile, his tanned skin taut over high cheekbones, even the sweep of silvery hair that framed his striking head, conveyed a sense of youthful indomitable vigour. Simply to look at MacEwen was to recognise instantly a great man whose powers remained undiminished. Indeed, for more than three decades, he had been acclaimed as the finest brain surgeon in Europe. We students—a thoroughly hardened and disrespectful lot—loved and revered him, knew him among ourselves as “Billee,” repeated with affection the legends that had grown around his name.




  He was already gowned for the operation, and after quietly studying a few X-ray photographs, he turned toward the class. His voice was soft yet incisive, his manner courteous, a model of politeness.




  “Gentlemen, we have today an interesting case which we believe” —in addressing us he always used the royal plural—“which we believe exhibits unmistakably the symptoms of intracranial glioma.”




  He paused, and his eye, roving the benches, came to rest—no doubt because I sat at the end of the front row—upon me.




  “What are these symptoms?”




  “Intense headache, vomiting without apparent cause, unrelated to the taking of food, and extreme vertigo.”




  “Continue.”




  “There is usually marked optic neuritis with choked disk. The relative degree of neuritis is a reliable guide to the side on which the tumour is situated.”




  “And if this tumour were situated in the cerebellum?”




  “The speech would be slow and jerky, the head retracted. The patient would tend to fall toward the side opposite the tumour. Unilateral paralysis would occur.”




  “The prognosis?”




  “The outlook is grave. Tumours of the base of the brain, though usually circumscribed, are difficult to reach. Death may occur from sudden haemorrhage, asphyxia, or pressure on the vital centres.”




  “Admirable. I congratulate you.”




  With an effort, I maintained my air of studious detachment. Above all, at this moment, I had wished to impress Billee with my earnestness and efficiency. I felt that in offering me this opportunity fortune could not have been kinder to me.




  Now the patient’s stertorous breathing had lapsed to a low sibilation, the theatre sister had clipped the last sterile cloth around her neck, and with a glance at his anaesthetist, MacEwen approached the operating table.




  Like an artist defining the outline of a great picture, he took a lancet and made the first incision. Swiftly he reflected the scalp, exposed the shining table of the skull. Then the whir of the trephine filled the room as he began to cut away a circle of bone as large as a good-sized saucer. The work was hard, for he did not use an electric drill. If MacEwen had a foible, it was to disdain modern appliances and to employ only the simplest equipment, relying entirely upon his own superb skill. Once, when called as an expert witness in a high court of law, he was asked by the presiding judge if he boiled his instruments. “My Lord,” Billee replied, holding out his hands, small and delicate as a woman’s, “how could I boil these?”




  Now he had laid aside the trephine and with a retractor lifted out the disk of bone. Beneath, the pink membranes of the brain were revealed, frail and delicately veined as a butterfly’s wing. Skilfully he turned them back. But apparently the aperture did not satisfy him, and boldly, calmly, he proceeded to enlarge it. I held my breath as the metal forceps crunched through the skull bone, wrenching at the very roots of the cervical vertebrae. When it was done, and the meninges parted, a low murmur, almost a sigh, broke from the class.




  There, dark and angry red in the white substance of the brain, was the tumour. Under the bright beam of the professor’s frontal mirror, ringed by forceps, within that frightening, pulsing cavity, it blossomed like a malignant jungle flower, or like some strange marine organism, swaying in a subaqueous light, a sea anemone, whose scarlet fronds brought death by their embrace.




  And now MacEwen, slowly and deliberately, began to dissect out the growth from the complex tracts and convolutions with which it was entwined and which, if severed, would cause the patient’s instant dissolution. What miracles of skill and knowledge, what judgement and intuition, what imperturbable courage were displayed in this technique! Watching, fascinated, as he touched and made to tremble the chords of life, I longed with all my heart to achieve something of the mastery which had brought him to such pre-eminence. Ah yes, that was the battle cry...get on, get on, get on.




  At last, it was done—the gliomatous growth, oozing red, large as a pomegranate, enucleated in its entirety, and whisked away by a nurse in a tissue of gauze. And swiftly, with unbelievable dexterity, the professor cauterized the vessels, removed the clamps, and replaced the aponeurosis. The scalp was stitched up and, although there seemed little sign of shock, a saline administered. Then MacEwen tied the final suture.




  “Thank you, gentlemen. That is all for this morning. In three days’ time it may be necessary to drain accumulated fluid. Otherwise we look for an uneventful recovery.”




  The patient, her head swathed in a great turban of bandages, was wheeled out by the house surgeon and two nurses. The class began to leave the theatre, not with the usual shuffling of boots and babble of tongues, but silently, as though overwhelmed. Later there would be talk in plenty. And in the afternoon when MacEwen appeared in the lecture room they would give him an ovation. Now, however, this stillness held a greater tribute.




  I let the others get away, remaining seated, in the pretence of making notes, in reality gathering my forces for the effort I meant to make. The anaesthetist had risen, stretched himself, and, taking a cigarette from his case, quitted the theatre. MacEwen, attended only by the sister, showing no signs of fatigue or strain, was quietly washing up, as though the superb exhibition he had given were nothing more than ordinary routine. Presently the sister left him—he was alone.




  I took a deep quick breath and went forward.




  “Excuse me, sir. May I speak to you a moment.”




  He turned, wiping his hands on the stiffly laundered towel.




  “Certainly....We are always prepared to listen to the young.”




  His tone, the indulgence in his gaze, gave me confidence. After all, I had done brilliantly in the examinations. In the wards my answers to his questions had seemed to interest him, and more than once my more daring flights of fancy had made him smile. All that I sought was the lowest position on his staff. Taking courage, I asked him for it.




  For a moment he observed me.




  “Why do you wish to be my dresser?”




  In all sincerity I answered:




  “I want to specialise in surgery.”




  Again there was a silence, a long silence. Then, gently, yet firmly, he shook his head.




  “No. I have already made the appointment.”




  His sharp eye remained bent upon me kindly, yet with that unerring judgement that never failed him.




  “In medicine, or some other field, I believe that you may make your mark. But of one thing I am sure. You will never be a surgeon.”




   




  
Chapter Two




  LOCHLEA ASYLUM: WANTED: a clinical clerk. Full board and lodging provided at the institution. Honorarium 100 guineas. The candidate appointed will be permitted to attend classes at the University.




  Two anxious and depressing weeks had passed since my rejection by MacEwen when this notice, pinned on the board in the Students’ Union among dozens of dog-eared intimations of surgery lectures, midwifery courses, post-mortem demonstrations, and final-year dances, caught and held my desperate eye. It seemed so miraculously the chance of my salvation I scarcely dared to hope, and lest any of my needy friends should forestall me, I turned quickly, tore down Gilmore Hill, and boarded a green tramcar—one of the sedate and splendid vehicles which, in those days, bore the citizens of Glasgow immense distances for a single penny.




  The asylum, situated in nicely wooded country, four miles west of the city, was dismayingly imposing—a great castellated mansion, set in well-tended gardens, surrounded by meadows and orchards, the whole domain encircled by a high stone wall. At the gate lodge, when I had stated my business, I was admitted and conducted up the long beech avenue by an attendant who brought me, finally, through an arched doorway and a vestibule, adorned by marble statuary, to the office of the superintendent.




  Dr. Gavinton, acknowledged as one of the leading alienists of his time, was a tall, spare, iron-grey man, gaunt and sallow-featured, with a quiet, rather baffling aloofness in his manner. As he gazed at me in silence from behind his desk, his penetrating, strangely hypnotic yellow eyes increased my nervousness. Conscious of my deficiencies, sadly shaken in my self-esteem, I steeled myself for a searching and painful interrogation. To my surprise, he repeated my name, mildly, then remarked:




  “Are you related to the youngster who captained the eleven in the Scottish Shield three years ago?”




  “Well, sir,” I stammered, “as a matter of fact I. .”




  He nodded, his severity broken by a human and friendly smile.




  “I saw the game. You played well. If the ground had been less muddy you might easily have won. Sit down. You’ll find that chair reasonably comfortable.”




  I took a long breath, scarcely daring to believe in my good fortune —that this should be my reward for that grim and gruelling match, lost in a rainstorm by a single penalty goal, a defeat which had reduced me, in the dressing room, to bitter tears. Yet it was so. Frank Gavinton was a football enthusiast, an old International, who had played regularly for Queen’s Park, the premier Scottish amateur club, and twice represented his country at Hampden Park. For half an hour we discussed football, with the intimacy of those who know and love the game. Then, abruptly, he stood up, held out his hand.




  “Report here tomorrow at nine o’clock. I know that you’ll be punctual. Oh, by the way.” He called me back. “We pay in advance here. You’d better have this..., your first quarter’s stipend.”




  He took his pen, wrote for a moment, and not looking at me, handed me a cheque for twenty-five guineas. My heart was too full for speech. I hoped he had not guessed how hard up I was—yet I rather suspected he had. But at least I could now settle my indebtedness to Mrs. Grant, get my watch out of pawn, and retrieve my impounded valise. I was saved.




  Nothing could have been more supremely opportune than this appointment, which was, of course, far superior to anything I could have obtained at the Infirmary. I was free, in the forenoon, to continue my medical education; I had my splendid honorarium. My new quarters, a comfortable sitting room, with easy chairs and a fireplace, communicating with a snug, red-carpeted bedroom and a well-fitted bathroom, were, by contrast with the wretched “digs” I had quitted, palatial. My diet, no longer limited by the state of my purse, was equally improved, for at Lochlea everything was done in admirable style. Breakfast now consisted of cereal and cream—thick and fresh from the home farm—an inexhaustible platter of crisp bacon and eggs, fragrant coffee, fresh rolls, and fruit. For lunch, which was served to the staff with some formality, we had soup, a joint of meat or roast chicken with several vegetables, an excellent dessert, and cheese. Tea, brought to my sitting room at four o’clock, displayed always the housekeeper’s skill in baking, since the tray bore, every day, a tempting plate of milk-and-soda scones and those delicious iced pastries which, for some reason, are known in Scotland as “French” cakes. Supper, a movable feast, usually brought several cold dishes to the sideboard, with kedgeree, macaroni, or curry kept hot for us on an electric plate. Add to this the privilege of dropping in at any hour to the great basement kitchen for a snack, and it becomes possible to imagine the change in circumstances and outlook for a famished youth who for weeks had been keeping body and soul together on an odd stale bun and an occasional mug of tea.




  In addition to the superintendent, two other physicians made up the medical staff of the asylum: Dr. Peters, a rotund elderly little man with a jolly face and a passion for grand opera which caused him to hum Verdi and Offenbach on his rounds; and Dr. Jane Carmichael, a charming and brilliant woman who, scarred and disfigured in her youth by a laboratory accident, had refused to let her life become a tragedy but thereafter had devoted her career magnificently to the care of the insane. Nor must I forget to mention the matron, Miss Montgomery, a frail, slender, silver-haired lady, demurely quiet in speech, patrician in manner, in whose delicate hands rested much of the complex management of the establishment and who, by one soothing word, a single tranquil glance, could calm the most refractory patient. All these good people displayed toward me a kindness and indulgence which I tried to repay by pulling my weight in my new team, in short, by a conscientious attention to my work.




  Certainly, the duties of the “clinic” at Lochlea lacked neither interest nor variety. All the dispensing was under my charge, the preparation of the huge Winchesters of stock solutions of potassium, sodium, and ammonium bromide, of chloral hydrate, paraldehyde, and many other drugs which were widely used as sedatives. I undertook the bacteriological work and microscopical examinations of pathological specimens. I also had the rather odd duty of feeding those patients who refused to eat, an operation which demanded the passing of a stomach tube, a recondite art in which I soon became extremely proficient. In addition, I kept the case records, made the evening round of the galleries when one or other of the doctors had the day off, and in general made myself useful and agreeable to my betters. Most of all, at Dr. Gavinton’s request, since he set a high therapeutic value on this line of treatment, I was expected to mingle with our patients in a social way, to organise their games, play tennis, cricket, and handball with them, take part in the concerts and dances that were regularly held for their benefit and entertainment.




  Much has been written of the inmates of mental institutions that is not only in extremely bad taste but also arrant nonsense. It is customary, for example, to portray such afflicted persons as highly amusing individuals who frequently believe themselves to be important historical characters, such as Napoleon, Julius Caesar, or Lady Godiva, and whose consequent aberrations in these roles are made a subject for exquisite mirth. Nothing could be further from the fact. Not once in my stay at Lochlea did I come across a patient with such obligingly diverting tendencies. The sober truth is that mental disorders are always pitiful. Yet they are fascinating to those who study them, who essay the stupendous task of probing the mysteries of the human mind.




  Lochlea was an advanced institution, one of the best in Scotland, and although it supported the usual quota of incurables, it received many “breakdown” cases, people thrown out of gear by the stress and strain of life—a businessman brought to attempted suicide by bankruptcy, a poor young mother pathetically deranged through the loss of her first baby, a wife broken by family trouble and an unfaithful husband...




  To heal and rehabilitate these patients, to see them go forth, clear-eyed again, from this walled citadel, fit to resume their daily avocations and take their part in the battle of life, this was the main objective and the real reward of Gavinton and his co-workers at Lochlea. It was in many ways a thrilling work. But there was danger in it too.




  Of all the inmates of Lochlea, the one to whom I had become most attached was George Blair. Known to everyone as Geordie, this young man had a history which, made more moving by his open and engaging disposition, particularly aroused my sympathy. Five years before, he had killed his cousin—had, indeed, strangled him to death. Yet the circumstances of the crime seemed, to a certain extent, to exonerate the culprit. When we talked the matter over together—this process of self-revelation was always encouraged—Geordie confessed to me that the murdered youth had insulted his sister; had, indeed—to put the matter in its least offensive form—tried physically to force his attentions upon her. It was this outrage that had temporarily unbalanced Blair: a fact which, with such an upright young fellow, was quite understandable. Certainly the verdict of the court had been “Guilty, while of unsound mind.” Thus Geordie, sentenced to detention “during His Majesty’s pleasure,” found himself removed, mainly through family influence, to Lochlea, where he must spend the rest of his days.




  This burden of lifelong punishment, heavy and unjust though it seemed to me, had been accepted manfully by Blair, a fact which prejudiced me more strongly in his favour. No one in the place was more cheerful or energetic. He sang at the concerts, in a fine baritone voice, led the church choir every Sunday. At the monthly assemblies he appeared in a dress kilt, was up for every dance, led the grand chain, was tremendous in the eightsome reels. Although somewhat short and thickset in his figure, he was endowed with a remarkable physique and took enthusiastic part in all the games organised at Lochlea. It was this, in the first place, which brought us together. I have always loved all kinds of sport and at this period made a fetish of physical culture, rising every morning at six for an ice-cold bath, which was followed by half an hour of Muller calisthenics, by a sprint round the grounds or a game of some sort, before I set out for the University to attend my classes. Thus Geordie and I had many rattling exchanges at tennis and squash racquets. Often on Saturday forenoon when I was free we took out a ball and punted it to each other in the recreation ground. He was such a likable fellow, so gay and virile—so obliging, too, going out of his way, without being asked, to perform many thoughtful personal services for me—that I became extremely fond of him. Indeed, I went so far as to bring his case before the superintendent.




  After the day’s work, Gavinton was fond of a game of billiards, and since Dr. Peters didn’t play, he often asked me to his house, where he had an excellent table and would give me twenty in a hundred up. One evening when we were so engaged, I said to him:




  “It’s very hard, sir, that Blair should be condemned to spend the rest of his life at Lochlea.”




  “Indeed.” He chalked his cue. “Do you think so badly, then, of our little place here?”




  “Oh, no, sir. It’s...it’s extremely pleasant in many ways. But after all..., it’s shut off from the world by a high stone wall.” “That wall serves a fairly useful purpose.”




  “Of course, sir. But surely not for Blair. He’s such a decent chap. And he’s had a rotten deal. Don’t you think some sort of appeal could be made to the authorities...or a petition got up?”




  There was a silence during which Dr. Gavinton, stroking his upper lip with a characteristic gesture, gave me an odd look. Then, he smiled faintly and, bending to take his shot, remarked:




  “My dear clinic, I think our friend Blair will do very well at Loeblea.”




  Of course, that closed the discussion. But I was not satisfied. I went out of my way to make things as pleasant as possible for my friend Geordie.




  One evening, a few weeks after this conversation, I was on duty in Dr. Peter’s absence—he had gone, in high glee, to a performance of La Boheme by the visiting Carl Rosa Company—and I went to make the round of the men’s galleries. I had been studying in my room, and it was later than usual, almost eleven o’clock, when I entered the ward kitchen where old Currie, the night attendant, was busy making a brew of hot Ovaltine, which, according to custom, he took to a number of the less robust patients. Currie was over seventy, a steady-going, grey-bearded Highlander, bowed by age but still hearty, who for nearly fifty years had kept night watch in the galleries of Lochlea, who used to tell me, with a chuckle, in his soft Inverness accent, that for half a century he had rarely seen the sun. I had enjoyed many chats with Currie over a measure of his nourishing beverage, but tonight as he poured and handed me a cup he glanced at me sideways.




  “Geordie had a nasty turn this evening. They’ve put him in Number 7.”




  I gazed at the attendant in amazement.




  “Blair...in Number 7?”




  “Ay.” Currie nodded. “He was real bad.”




  I could not understand. Number 7, in this gallery, was the padded cell. I thought for an instant that the old man was joking, but the expression on his face dismissed that thought. Puzzled and distressed, I started out of the kitchen, still holding the cup of Ovaltine. If Blair were really ill, he might be glad to have it. As I went down the gallery I heard Currie call after me, but I paid no heed, and using my key, without which one could not pass anywhere in Lochlea, I let myself into Number 7.




  At that instant, before I had adjusted myself to the interior gloom, I received a smashing blow on the chest which jerked the hot Oval-tine into my eyes and threw me violently against the door, which instantly slammed shut. Almost blinded—the high, grilled roof light gave only the feeblest gleam—I nevertheless saw enough to recognise my danger and to realise what a fool I had been to incur it. There was raging mania in Blair’s expression and an indescribable menace in his posture as he rushed at me again, tore the empty cup out of my hand, and smashed it down on my head.




  “Geordie..., for God’s sake..., don’t you know who I am...? Your friend....”




  He did not answer but drove at me again. Then, with a shudder, I became aware that I was locked up with a homicidal lunatic in the place most dangerous, most dreaded in the whole asylum, a cell so isolated, so insulated and impervious to sound, that my cries for help would never reach the gallery.




  A cold wave of fear and horror swept over me. I could feel the blood from my lacerated scalp trickling down my neck. But at all costs I must try to defend myself. As Blair advanced I hit him with all my strength. Although the blow staggered him, I might as well have tried to halt a rushing bull.




  I can lay no claim to be a fighter. Caution has always been the keynote of my character, and I shall have to disclose, later on, instances of lack of courage which still cause me to wince. Yet I had studied the art of self-defence and, during my service in the Navy, had been fortunate enough to spar many rounds with Seaman Hall, lightweight champion of Britain, who was then my shipmate in the destroyer Melampus.




  Everything I had learned from Hall I brought out now with the intensity of desperation. Keeping away from Blair as best I could, I hit him repeatedly with a straight left and crossed my right to the jaw. He was an easy target, making no effort to guard himself, yet all that I could do failed to stop him. Normally he had far greater strength than I, and in his present state of dementia—a state which, while rendering the nervous system impervious to pain, excites the muscles to their highest pitch of action—he completely outmatched me. Again and again he charged in with flailing arms, and although many of his wild swings missed, the weight of these attacks was overwhelming. Terrifying, too, was his congested face, the look of indescribable malice in his eyes, the hoarse panting of his breath as he pressed against me. Utterly spent, I felt my head turn giddy as, with a final rush, he hurled himself upon me and flung me to the floor. Sick and dizzy, I was conscious of his fingers on my throat, compressing my windpipe, despite my struggles, choking the breath from my body. Sparks shot before my eyes, I recollected dimly how he had throttled his cousin.




  At that second, while my senses swam, I vaguely heard the door burst open and, as in a dream, saw Currie, followed by two young male attendants from the adjoining gallery, dash into the cell. Even as they threw themselves on Blair and the agonising pressure on my throat relaxed, I realised that old Currie, by going first for adequate help rather than coming to the cell himself, had saved my life. And then I fainted.




  Later that night Dr. Gavinton put ten stitches in my head—I still have the scar—and for days afterward my throat was so painful I could scarcely swallow.




  One morning in the following month, as I walked down the avenue to attend Professor Stockman’s lecture at the Western Infirmary, a gay and cheerful greeting made me turn my head. It was Geordie—brisk, smiling, affectionate as ever. As I stood there he ran up to me and warmly, glowingly, shook my hand.




  “How are you, my dear fellow? Wonderful to see you again..., simply wonderful. You know, I hated to have to knock you out. But really, it was very wrong of you to make such horrible proposals to my sister.”




  I stared at him aghast, but had wit enough to mutter:




  “I’m terribly sorry, Geordie....I was carried away....never do it again.”




  Often, after that, Geordie begged me to play tennis and racquets with him or stood disconsolately with the football hoping for the resumption of our Saturday games. But during the remainder of my sojourn at Lochlea I was wise enough to keep my distance.




  Shall I say that I had learned never to trust a man who believes he has a sister, when he happens to be an only child.




   




  
Chapter Three




  As WE LEFT the cross-channel steamer at Dun Laoghaire and hailed a jaunting car to drive us to the city, my heart expanded in the soft evening mist, filled with the intimations of spring, with the exquisite fragrance of peat smoke and that indefinable sense of growing green things which somehow is the mark and charm of Ireland. All my Irish blood effervesced as the lights of Dublin came into sight and we spanked over the Liffey Bridge down O’Connell Street toward the Rotunda.




  My fellow traveller was a classmate, Hugh Devers, and before sitting the final professional examination in June we had come to fake a three months’ midwifery course at the Rotunda Hospital, which was then, under the mastership of Dr. Fitzgibbon, the finest obstetrical school in Europe. Fresh from Lochlea, with forty guineas of my honorarium still remaining in my pocket, I was ready to make the most of the experience. Devers was an American who had been sent to Glasgow University because his father, a doctor in Texas, had worked at one time with Professor Ralph Stockman and wished his son to study in the wards of his old friend. In Hugh’s nature, however, there was nothing of the respectful acolyte. Tall and rangy, with a wide smile that revealed strong white teeth, he had an independent, happy-go-lucky disposition which made him the best companion in the world.




  In the days which followed we stole some hours, mostly at Hugh’s prompting, from our lectures and the heavy schedule of practical work. We found time to visit the Abbey Theatre, at Leopardstown we lost a few shillings on the races, and by borrowing some clubs, we played a round of golf on the famous Portmarnock Links. We even drove out to the River Boyne one afternoon and tried, without success, to poach a salmon.




  But it was in the slums, in the pulsing and sorrowful heart of Dublin, that most of our days and not a few of our nights were spent. This was the district served by students from the Rotunda. The work was incredibly hard. Often when we had come in, tired out from a long vigil at a protracted confinement, and were on the point of getting to bed, word would come in that we were wanted for another case, and with a burst of profanity, off we would trudge, with our black bag, along the streets, climbing the dark stone stairs of a high tenement to a poor single room where, again, we would officiate wearily, perhaps clumsily, yet with willing care, at the great mystery of birth.




  In addition, we had, thereafter, to visit our patients twice daily for a period of two weeks, to wash and change the newborn babe, to learn all that pertained to the postnatal care of mother and child. Such close contact in this dreadful environment with the dolorous realism of motherhood could not but have its effect on us. Gradually we lost our earlier exuberance, became attuned to a more sober mood. Indeed, it was here, in the slums of Dublin, that I became aware, for the first time, of the patience and endurance, the sublime fortitude of the very poor. Many moving instances of courage and self-sacrifice came to our notice, and one in particular, so tender and so tragic, made a lasting impression upon me.




  We first saw her on Loughran Street, fetching water from the public faucet with the baby in her arms, a heavy infant of nine months, bound to her skimpy person by a tattered shawl. Her name was Rose Donegan and she was about fourteen, red-haired, with deep blue eyes which somehow seemed enormous in her serious little face. Three other children, their ages between five and nine, hung about her skirt, a certain similarity of feature and the uniform redness of their hair proclaiming them to be Donegans also.




  The contrast between the squalor of her background and the intrepid brightness of her gaze aroused our curiosity. We began by wishing her good morning, and after a few days, this greeting drew from her a grave and bashful answering smile. Gradually—for her reserve was not easy to overcome—we progressed to terms of friendship.




  We learned then that Rose, the three younger children, and baby Michael had lost their mother eight months before. They lived with their father, Danny Donegan, in a basement in the teeming warren of Loughran Street. Danny, who worked occasionally at the docks, was a weak, utterly good-natured character. Soft-spoken and full of the best intentions, he spent most of his time and money at the adjacent Shamrock Bar. Thus it fell upon Rose to sustain the burden of the household, to keep the two rooms clean and tidy, to manage her errant father, to salvage the remnants of his earnings as best she could, to cook and attend to the children.




  Although there was affection for all of them in Rose’s heart, beyond everyone she adored baby Michael. As she carried him on sunny afternoons to the outskirts of Phoenix Park she staggered under his weight, but that did not daunt her. Nothing daunted her. As we saw her go resolutely along the crowded, unsavoury pavement, bent on some errand, to bargain with the butcher for an end of ham or coax the baker to extend her credit for an extra loaf, we marvelled at the temper of her spirit. She was not blind to the sights around her. She had the slum child’s elemental knowledge—an absolute unblushing understanding of the hard mysteries of life, mingled with an innocence that was sublime. Those wide, reflective eyes, set in that small grimy face, held the wisdom of the ages. But more than that—they held a fathomless fount of love.




  Our first interest in this child turned gradually to deep concern. We felt we must do something for her, and having discovered by chance that her birthday was imminent, we had a parcel delivered to her from an outfitter’s in O’Connell Street. It was good to think of her in a warm tweed dress, with sound shoes and stockings, everything to match.




  We kept out of the way for a few days, but we chuckled as we pictured her in her finery, marching proudly to Mass on Sunday, her shoes squeaking magnificently down the aisle. Yet when we saw her the following Monday, to our dismay, she was still wearing her ragged clothing, still bound by her tattered shawl to the infant.




  “Where are your new clothes?” Devers exclaimed.




  She coloured to the roots of her hair, then said:




  “It was you.” After a long pause, not looking at us, she added simply, “They’re pawned. There was nothing in the house. Michael had to have his milk.”




  We stared at her in silence. Would she always sacrifice herself, yield everything that was hers to this baby brother? Not if I could prevent it. Next day I went to Father Walsh, who had charge of the Loughran Street parish.




  His face lit up when I spoke of Rose, and after I had made my plea he considered for a few moments, then slowly nodded assent.




  “We might get her to the country for a bit. I have friends...the Carrolls...good people...in Galway. But you’ll have a job to persuade her.” He smiled wryly as he accompanied me to the door. “She’s a perfect little mother. That’s the force that fills her life.”




  A week later, after an exchange of letters, I went determinedly to Loughran Street. The children sat around the table while Rose, with a worried frown, was slicing the remnants of a loaf.




  “Rose,” I said, “you are going away.”




  She gazed up at me without comprehension, pushing back the strand of hair that fell across her puckered brow.




  “To Galway,” I went on, “for a fortnight. To a farm, where you’ll have nothing to do but feed the chickens and run wild in the fields and drink gallons of milk.”




  Momentarily, expectation flooded her face, but it swiftly faded. She shook her head.




  “No, I have to see to the children...and Dad.”




  “That’s all arranged. The Sisters will take care of them. You must do it, Rose, or you’ll have a breakdown.”




  “I can’t,” she said. “I couldn’t leave the baby.”




  “Confound you, then. You can take him with you.”




  Her eyes sparkled. They shone even brighter when, on the following day, we packed her and her charge into the train. As the engine pulled out she was dandling the baby on her bony knees and whispering in his ear:




  “Cows, Michael....”




  It was good to have news of them from the Carrolls. Rose was putting on weight, helping in the farmyard. Her own misspelled postcards breathed a happiness she had never known before—and ended invariably with a glowing account of how well the country suited Michael.




  The two weeks slipped away. Then, near its end, came the bombshell. The Carrolls wanted to adopt Michael. They were a middle-aged couple, childless and prosperous. They had grown fond of the child and could offer him advantages far beyond anything he would have at home.




  Danny, of course, thought the opportunity “stupendous.” But there was Rose to consider, and the decision was left to her. None of us knew what that decision was, or how much it cost her to make it, until she came back—alone.




  She was glad to see the other children and her father, but all the way from the station she sat silent and withdrawn.




  “It’s for his benefit,” she sighed at last. “I wouldn’t stand in his way.”




  At Loughran Street she pulled herself together and gradually took up her old position. She was, indeed, more conscientious than before. Under her promptings Danny actually signed the pledge. There was no guarantee of permanence in his regeneration; still, while he kept sober and in steady employment, Rose was able to redeem the pledged household goods, so that the basement rooms really took on an air of home. Some Saturdays she managed even to tuck away a few shillings in the tea canister on the mantelpiece.




  Good news came of the baby’s progress. Michael’s foster parents spared no effort to make him happy; already they spoke of him as their own. Then one morning a different letter arrived. Michael was down with pneumonia. With pale cheeks and compressed lips Rose sat staring at the letter. Then she moved rigidly to the canister on the mantel, counted out the money for her railroad fare.




  “I’m going to him.”




  She brushed aside all opposition. Didn’t they know that she could do anything with the child—make him take nourishment when he was feverish and his medicine when he was fretful? Why, by stroking his forehead, she could even send him to sleep. With a fixed expression she made herself ready for the journey, arranged with a neighbour to care for the children, then set out by tram for the station.




  That same evening at the Carroll farm, taking no denial, she established herself as Michael’s nurse. From Father Walsh we learned afterward what took place.




  It was a serious attack. The coughing was the worst. With her arm round Michael’s neck, heedless of the danger to herself, she supported him until the spasm was over. She spent herself upon him, day and night.




  At last the crisis passed; she was told that Michael would recover. She rose dizzily from beside the bed, pressing both hands against her brow.




  “Now I can rest.” She smiled. “I have such an awful headache....”




  She had caught the germ from Michael. But it did not attack her lungs. What happened was worse. She developed pneumococcal meningitis and never recovered consciousness. As I have indicated, she was just fourteen years of age.




  Many years later I made a pilgrimage to Rose’s grave. In the lonely moorland churchyard, a soft west wind was blowing from Galway Bay, carrying from nearby whitewashed cottages the tang of turf smoke—the breath, the very soul of Ireland. There were no wreaths upon the narrow mound of green, but, half hidden in the grass, I saw a tiny shoot of brier, bearing upon the thorny stem a single white wild rose. And suddenly, from behind grey clouds, the sun came forth and shone with all its radiance upon the white flower, upon the small white tablet that bore her name.




   




  
Chapter Four




  “LOOK, MY DEAR! Did you ever in your life see such an absurdly comic creature!”




  A smartly dressed woman, first-class passenger on the Rawalpindar, about to sail from Liverpool on the long voyage to Calcutta, made this remark, in a high, “well-bred” voice, to her companion, a young man with a military yet foppish air, as they stood before me on the liner’s upper deck. Following their amused gaze, my eyes came to rest upon a squat, very ugly native seaman, with short legs and a large disproportionate head, scarred by a cicatrice which ran from ear to temple, whom I recognised as the Indian serang, or quartermaster of the ship. He was quietly superintending the crew of lascars now completing the loading of baggage into the hold from the Mersey lighter alongside.




  “Looks hardly human,” agreed the man of Mars, twisting his embryo moustache, with a superior smile. “Inclines a chap to believe, don’t you know, that dear old Darwin was not altogether wrong...what?”




  I turned away silently and went below to my cabin. Three weeks before, to my inexpressible joy, I had taken my medical degree. Never shall I forget that breathless moment when, in a fever of anxiety and suspense, scanning the list pinned upon the University notice board, knowing that my small store of money was finally exhausted, that I had neither the funds nor the energy to repeat that culminating effort—sitting up night after night over my textbooks with a wet towel round my forehead till the crack of dawn—I discovered, not only that I had passed, but that the examining board had given me honours as well. Nor am I ashamed to confess to the moisture that rushed into my eyes, almost blinding me, although “Doggy” Chisholm, who stood beside me and who had also passed, commented ironically as he gripped my hand:




  “Slight lachrymal-gland activity this morning, Doctor. May I prescribe a hundredth of atropine? Or a good glass of beer?”




  He could afford to be lighthearted. His father, provost of Winton, owned the Laughlan steelworks.




  And then, as if this were not enough, I had been fortunate enough, through the good offices of my old chief Professor Stockman, to be appointed temporary ship’s doctor on the S.S. Rawalpindar. While he was putting me through my medical “oral,” Stockman had decided that I was extremely run down, that the trip to India and back would set me up again.




  The voyage began favourably in calm, clear weather. We crossed the Bay of Biscay without suffering unduly from the turbulent waters of that shallow sea and soon were through the Strait of Gibraltar, traversing the tranquil Mediterranean under azure skies. The Rawalpindar was a stout old tub, manned by white officers, with an entirely native Indian crew. She had done fine work in the war, but since her coal-burning engines had not been lately reconditioned, she was exceedingly slow—capable, indeed, of a bare ten knots. This, however, was no defect to the young physician, for whom every day of balmy breezes, of brilliant sunshine and entrancing novelty—swift visions of foam-girt islands, the mysterious African coastline, distant white-walled villages, porpoises gambolling in the creamy wake—was an added source of sheer delight.




  The ship was crowded, packed with passengers from stem to stern. Transportation had been impossible for the four years of hostilities, and with the restoration of peace everyone wanted to travel, not only the usual tourists and pleasure seekers, but businessmen tied up at home for many months by DORA regulations, cotton and jute merchants bound for Calcutta and Bombay, Ceylon tea planters and Cawnpore mill owners, together with a large number of Anglo-Indian army officers, many of whom were accompanied by their wives and families.




  From the first night out there was tremendous gaiety on board. This was the beginning of that post-war era when, after the murderous holocaust of the trenches, the years of slaughter, mud, and misery, of anxiety, frustration, and fear, the world suddenly went mad and, like a revivified corpse, embarked on a wild and frantic spree. Lunch and cocktail parties, sweepstakes on the ship’s run, “horse racing” and deck sports of every kind, impromptu concerts and fancy-dress galas—these were but a few of the diversions afforded by these halcyon days and feverish nights. For such junkets the ship’s doctor is always in demand, and although my inclination lay to more meditative ways, I was usually drawn into the festivities.




  Chief among the social promoters—those people who on shipboard excel at “getting things up”—was Miss Dope-Smith, the woman whom I had overheard on the boat deck the morning of our departure and who, with her brothers, Ronald, a cavalry subaltern posted to Bengal, sat, unfortunately, at my table in the dining saloon. Madge Jope-Smith was a thrusting person, handsome in a hard sort of way, obviously over thirty, though got up in a dashing style to look younger. She was not only a snob but a bore, an assertive bore, who talked incessantly of her “place” in Cheltenham, her titled friends, her “personal maid,” her horses, clogs, and exploits in the field of fox-hunting—though I suspected that her quarry in the chase, whom, to her infinite chagrin, she had not so far brought to bay, was a man. Never at any meal did she fail to inform us of how welcome she would be in the best society of Peshawar and Darjeeling. Arising from the prospect of her sojourn in India, the leitmotif of her conversation, reduced to its elemental note, was the superiority of the English upper classes and the need for impressing this upon the subject native races. She constantly abused the table steward, a nice Parsee boy who was well-meaning but slow, and having scolded him into complete confusion, she would cast her bold glance around the table.




  “These people have to be kept down, you know. Don’t you agree, Ronnie?”




  “By Jove, yes.” Her brother, quite innocuous, was a dependable echo. “You’re absolutely right.”




  “If you let them get away with it, there’s no knowing what ideas they’d get in their heads.”




  “Yes, by Jove. I mean, well, after all..., remember how we had to shoot them down in the Mutiny.”




  “Exactly. Now I’m a liberal-minded woman. But they’re such a poor lot at best. Not an ounce of stamina. No loyalty. And treacherous, too....Why, I remember Colonel Bentley once told me....”




  We reached Port Said. Everyone went ashore, excitedly, came back loaded with purchases from Simon Artz, with silks, shawls, cigarettes, scent, and jewellery. That night, as the anchor was weighed and we glided past the De Lesseps statue into the snaky waters of the Suez Canal, the orchestra played louder than ever, the dance waxed faster and more furious. The desert reached away on either hand, camels and Bedouin encampments were silhouetted against the purple sunset. Then we were through the Red Sea, past the barren rocks of Aden, and out upon the wide Arabian Sea.




  On the following morning, as I held my consultations in the surgery adjoining my cabin, the serang, Hasan, appeared, bringing with him two of his lascar deck hands. Waiting in the doorway until I bade him enter, he inclined his head in a respectful salaam and addressed me. His voice, as if broken long ago in its conflict with the roar of wind and water, was hoarse, yet it had a steady undertone.




  “Doctor Sahib, I fear these men are sick.”




  The seamen certainly did not look well; they complained of general malaise, of intense headache and racking bone pains. They looked frightened, too, as though suspecting something serious to be amiss, rolling the whites of their eyes as I asked them to strip and began my examination. Both were fevered, with thickly furred tongues and that dry skin, burning to the touch, which is nature’s gravest warning. As yet there was no sign of lung involvement. No inflammation of the throat. Nothing abnormal in the abdomen. Instinctively I thought of malaria. And then, to my horror, as I once again took the pulse, my palpating fingers became aware of a scattering of hard little nodules, exactly like lead shot, under the wrist skin of each man. It was an unmistakable symptom, and immediately, inspecting more closely the areas behind the knees and beneath the armpits, I found in each case a definite papular eruption.




  Young and inexperienced in my profession, I had not learned to control my feelings, nor had I yet acquired that dissimulation which masks the sentence of death with a comforting smile. My expression must have altered visibly, for although the serang said nothing, his lined and battered face assumed a look of deeper gravity. For a moment I looked into his eyes, and even then, while realising that he knew as well as I the nature of the malady before us, I could not but experience, as a kind of shock, the resolution, the intrepid calmness of his gaze. Still he said nothing. When I told him in a low voice to wait in the surgery with the men, he again simply inclined his head.
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