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Fearon! what is the matter with you, boy?”
For the third time that morning Mr Jackson, the teacher, had had 

occasion to call the boy out and chastise him for inattention to his 
lessons. And now he had caught him out during the history lesson. 
The boy stood in the middle of the floor, his back to the class, his eyes 
staring up at the angry face of the teacher, who now fingered his cane 
with a determination that made the boy really frightened for the first 
time in his life. Quite often he had had the cane, but had thought little 
of it. In a few minutes the pain wore off and he forgot the incident 
until the next occasion. But now there was something other than 
the thought of the temporary pain inflicted. There was humiliation. 
He would not have experienced this so much had it not been for the 
circumstances under which he was suffering. Each time he had stood 
before the class. The teacher had asked him the same question. To 
each question he had given the same answer. The other boys in the 
class appeared to be quite amused by this new entertainment on the 
part of one of their own class. Mr Jackson towered over the boy.

“What is the matter with you this morning? Each time I look up 
you are the same, your eyes glaring at the wall opposite. What is the 
matter? Is there something on the wall that amuses or interests you? 
Tell me now. You used to be such a good boy. Lately you seem to have 
gone off your head. I won’t stand for it, boy. I’ll flog you each time 
you disobey me, and it appears you are dead set on doing so. Don’t 
try my temper too much.”

Fearon stood staring at the teacher, his tongue clinging to the roof 
of his mouth, fear like a great gust of wind circling about his heart. 
The teacher had not been satisfied with the explanations he had 
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given for his conduct. He felt that he must get to the bottom of this. 
It seemed so mysterious. Suddenly he roared into Fearon’s ear:

“Well! Are you dumb as well as stubborn? You ignorant boy. Tell 
me, before I make a thorough example of you before the whole 
class. I will stand this no longer. The best part of a week wasted and 
examinations coming on…” To himself the teacher said: “If half the 
class are like this fellow, the inspector’s report won’t be any credit to 
me. Damn the boy anyhow.”

“Well! Have you nothing to say? Can’t you tell me what is wrong 
with you?” “There is nothing wrong with me, sir,” replied the boy 
at last. It seemed to have been a great effort on his part to utter even 
these few words.

“Yes. You said the same thing before, not an hour ago, the same 
thing yesterday. I think you had better remain behind at dinner time 
and I will take you to Mr Sweeney’s office. Perhaps he will get out of 
you what I can’t. Go back to your seat. I won’t punish you again. You 
are beyond me.”

The boy with bent head returned to his seat. He was on the verge 
of tears. He blushed, the blood mounted to his head. He could not sit 
still, he continually fidgeted with his fingers, drumming them upon 
the desk. He dared not look either way. He was filled with a sense of 
shame. He dared not look up.

“Fearon! Did you hear what I said? Open your book please and get 
on with your work.”

With trembling hands the boy opened his Oxford and Cambridge 
history book and endeavoured in spite of increasing agitation to study 
Wat Tyler and his short-lived insurrection.* But his thoughts were 
chaotic. He could not settle down to the work. He made a pretence at it 
and some twenty minutes later essayed to look around him in a furtive 
manner. Everybody seemed occupied. The heads were bent to the 
books, the teacher was busy making corrections in the exercise books 
on his desk. A strange silence filled the room, periodically punctuated 
by the scratch of the teacher’s pen as he initialled each book. Once he 
did cast a glance at the bench where the boy sat, saw that he was not 
occupying himself with the lesson, but this time decided to save his 
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breath and his energy. The boy was beyond him and that was the end 
of it. When dinner time came the boys filed out of the benches. Only 
Fearon and the teacher remained in the room. And now that the others 
had departed, the room took on a desolate air, it seemed to have grown 
bigger, whilst to the boy staring before him the walls seemed further 
off and the teacher himself had become reduced in size. But when his 
name was called the illusion vanished and Mr Jackson appeared to 
tower above him more than ever. He called the boy to come right up to 
his desk. Fearon approached with his head down.

“I said I would take you to the headmaster, but on reflection I 
have decided not to bother. It appears to me that you are not worth 
bothering about. When you first came here you were a good boy, 
attentive to your lessons, and even showed an intelligence superior 
to the others in the class. But whatever has come over you in the last 
week I do not know, and have gone beyond wondering about it; I have 
finished with you. You may do as you like. If you cut a bad figure at 
the examinations you have yourself and nobody else to blame. You 
may go home now.”

Apparently Fearon had not heard this order, for he still remained 
standing there, and had even raised his head to look into the teacher’s 
face.

“Are you deaf?” he shouted to the boy.
“No, sir.”
“Then go. Get out of my sight. You worry me. You bore me.”
The boy burst into tears. They welled from his eyes, poured down 

his pale cheeks; his two hands shook under the emotion he was 
experiencing. This was something new for Mr Jackson. And as he 
stood there looking upon Fearon’s face, streaming with tears, a kind 
of mute appeal in the brown eyes, he felt a change coming over him. 
Momentarily he was afraid of this change. It seemed as though he 
would be extending pity to this boy very soon. He said in rather a 
thick voice:

“Go home. I told you to go away.”
The boy never moved. Then the teacher got down from his desk 

and placed a hand upon his shoulder, saying in almost a whisper:
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“Fearon, why can’t you be manly like the rest of my boys and tell 
me what is wrong? There is something troubling you and you are 
ashamed to say what it is. Listen now! I want you to tell me everything, 
just as though I were your own father…” On the mention of the word 
“father” Fearon shuddered, an action which made Mr Jackson bend 
down and peer into the boy’s face. He felt this pity stirring in him. He 
took Fearon’s hand and led him to the front desk, where they both 
sat down.

“Don’t be afraid,” began the teacher. “There is only myself here 
and what you say is only to me. Come now. Be a man like the rest of 
the boys. Have courage. Be honourable. Out with it. Get it off your 
chest.”

Mr Jackson even smiled, though the boy did not respond. At last 
he spoke.

“I’m frightened,” he began – suddenly paused, and continued: “I 
don’t want to leave school. I don’t want to go away. No. No. I don’t 
want to go away.”

“Explain everything,” urged the teacher.
With difficulty the boy stammered through his explanation. He 

said that he would be thirteen on the twelfth of March, and that on 
that date his father was getting him exempt from school. His mother 
was anxious that he should go to work. She had told him that other 
boys had had to leave school at that early age in order to help their 
parents.

“And have you no brothers or sisters older than yourself?” asked 
Mr Jackson.

“No sir! At least I had one brother and sister. Both died during the 
war, sir.”

“Oh! I see. Well?…”
“I don’t want to go away, sir. I don’t want to leave the school. But my 

father and mother are determined to get me away. And I was afraid, 
sir. I wanted to go in for a scholarship. I wanted to study. I wanted to 
be a chemist, sir. But it’s no use now. I have to leave next week.”

“What!” To the teacher it appeared like an ultimatum. “But 
surely…”
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“My mother has already been to see Mr Sweeney, sir. She has also 
been to the Education Committee. I have to go to their office one day 
next week, and if I pass the examination for them I’ll be able to leave 
school.”

“And do you want to pass this exam?” asked Mr Jackson.
“No sir,” replied the boy. “I don’t.”
And receiving this answer Mr Jackson began a long interrogation, 

asking a hundred and one questions that flustered and worried the 
boy more than ever. What was his father? Did his mother go out to 
work? Did his father drink? Were they able to pay their rent? Were 
they good people, attending to their chapel? Did they go to the 
pawnshop ever? How old was his father? His mother? Had they lived 
in the town very long?

And all these questions Fearon endeavoured to answer with the 
best of his ability, whilst also trying to save his parents and himself 
from any humiliation, and especially in the case of his parents, he 
was afraid that the teacher himself might start talking. Already 
Fearon saw this man as being sympathetic. That was what the boy 
was afraid of. They did not want any sympathy. Besides he thought it 
might give the teacher licence to chatter amongst the other teachers 
about the home life of one of his pupils. He told the teacher that 
his father was a rigger at the dock. Yes, his father drank, but not 
heavily. His mother went out to work for the wife of the boss, who 
superintended the riggers at the Leyland branch in the Huskisson 
shed. No, his mother had never been in a pawnshop, so far as he 
knew, though sometimes she was behind with her rent. No. He did 
not know whether she pawned his father’s clothes over weekends. 
Yes, his mother and father were hard-working and good-living 
people. In reply to a further question, the boy said that his father 
had always worked at the docks. Had been a dock man all his life. He 
was sixty-one years old. His mother he thought was about two years 
older than him.

Mr Jackson leant his head on his hand and stared at the desk in 
front of him. He tried to visualize the home life of this boy, and 
looked into the future and saw this same boy ten years hence. He 
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remembered also that on the word “father” the boy had shuddered. 
This made him think deeply. Why had he shuddered? “God!” he 
thought. “Something queer about the Fearon family all right.” Sud
denly he pulled out his watch and discovered he had a bare half-hour 
left him for his dinner. He immediately got up, saying as he crossed 
to his desk: “Very well boy. You may go home now. Try and pay 
attention to your work in future. It reflects upon this class, and I like 
to feel proud of my boys. I’ll see what can be done about you in the 
mean time.”

Fearon brightened up. He stammered out with a “Thank you, sir. 
Thank you very much, sir,” though Mr Jackson hardly heard it as he 
was already halfway through the door and rushing down the stone 
steps. He turned down the street and made for the café he always 
patronized. Over his coffee and cake he thought the matter out. He 
tried to look at it from every angle. Then with a sudden shake of the 
head he dismissed it from his mind. And he knew also that it would 
never trouble him again. After all, he told himself, what is this affair? 
One of hundreds, one of thousands, perhaps millions. He smiled. 
What was the use? None at all. Hopeless. Futile. Finished. There 
was a time in his career when he would have applied sympathy and 
energy and sense to such problems, but now things were different. 
He was tired. He was fed up. It was useless to help, useless to try to 
help. Fearon was only one more to add to the roll of thousands. Mr 
Jackson sadly shook his head as he waited for his bill. “No. No,” he 
kept repeating under his breath.

He had been a teacher too long amongst the poor children of the 
town not to know how useless things were. Not to know that futility 
laughed at and mocked efforts, human endeavour was like a stricken 
giant. A trick. That’s all life was. A mean trick. Mr Jackson paid 
his bill and left the café. Again he looked at his watch. He had ten 
minutes to spare. He went to the garden of the church adjoining the 
school and sat there staring through the branches of a tree at the 
ceaseless tide of humanity as it streamed past in the midday hour. 
He had not sat there but two minutes when the bell commenced to 
ring and he immediately got up from the bench and walked to the 



�

chapter 1

schoolyard. There he assembled his class and marched them up to 
their room. That afternoon the boys gave him no trouble at all and 
he felt more hopeful of the coming examination. A visit from the 
headmaster himself took up twenty minutes of his time, and before 
Mr Sweeney left, he remarked that Fearon must be sent to his office 
at four o’clock, that the matter was important. Mrs Fearon had been 
to see him again. In a few words he explained to Mr Jackson that 
things weren’t so good in the Fearon home. The father it seemed 
had only just returned to his work at the dock after being on strike 
for seven months. The boy was to leave the school on the following 
Friday, should he pass the examination on the morrow.

“Tomorrow?” exclaimed the teacher.
“Yes,” replied Mr Sweeney. “He will not attend here tomorrow, but 

will go down to the Education Offices first thing in the morning.” It 
would not be a long exam, nor indeed a very difficult one. It was a 
question of summing up just the amount of intelligence the boy had. 
Yes that was all.

Mr Jackson stood staring at the lank figure of the headmaster 
as he walked down the long room. Then he turned to his class and 
announced loudly:

“Turn to page seventy-eight. The Reign of the House of Tudor.”
There was a series of shufflings as the pages of the history books 

were hastily turned over. Then a moment’s silence. The boys looked 
to the teacher. Mr Jackson said in a slow drawling voice: “I want 
you to read the chapter to yourselves, meditate upon it for twenty 
minutes, after which I will question each of you in turn. Proceed.”

The forest of heads bent as one, there was a series of shufflings 
and whisperings. Fearon like the rest had opened his book at that 
period in history which explained the Tudors. To the boy himself it 
seemed rather flat, boring and uninteresting. Beneath the desk, and 
hidden between two exercise books, was a volume of Scott called 
Rob Roy. In that moment, the boy felt that Rob Roy was much more 
interesting than the matter contained in the Oxford and Cambridge 
history book. From time to time he glanced slyly up and around. The 
other boys were hard at work. He felt ashamed again that he could 
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not concentrate like them. Mr Jackson was busy writing at his own 
desk. Fearon fell to studying his teacher’s well-polished brown boots 
and wished he had a pair like that himself. He became so absorbed 
in the boots that he failed to hear Mr Jackson calling to him to 
pay some attention to his work, adding, “even if you are leaving the 
school next week.”

Immediately the words were uttered, a tide of whisperings swept 
across the benches; they seemed to fill the whole room, criss-crossing, 
sweeping up and down. A veritable bubble of sound above which Mr 
Jackson found it hard to make himself heard. The bubble increased, 
the whisperings became more noisy, and every head in the class was 
turned towards the boy Fearon. But he did not return their stares. He 
merely sat there very quiet, very still, his head resting on his elbows, 
his eyes glued down on page seventy-eight, though his thoughts were 
far from that period in history. His mind was elsewhere indeed. He 
was already sitting in the office in the town before a bespectacled 
person who reminded him of the undertaker whose factory was 
situated in the street he lived in. And this bespectacled person was 
now deluging him with questions which he could not answer. His 
father appeared on the scene then, and when he heard that his son 
had failed to pass the examination he had gone wild with rage.

“What! What’s that? You couldn’t pass a simple little examination 
like that. God blast you for an ignorant little swine anyhow.”

He replied to his father: “I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t my fault 
anyway.” He stood cowering before his father, who seemed ready 
to rain down blows upon him, when suddenly a voice brought him 
back to reality.

“Fearon! You have to see Mr Sweeney before you leave school this 
afternoon.”

“Yes, sir.”
“Very well,” said Mr Jackson. “But don’t stare at me in that man

ner, boy.”
“No, sir. Of course not, sir. I’m sorry.”
And the boy tried to concentrate once more upon the history 

book. Sitting there in the bench, he appeared small, insignificant, for 




