10    DESCENT TO HARSH REALITY

Sad to relate, many mishaps occur on mountains, and are usually physical ones. Primarily it is for therapeutic uplift that people feel enticed to ascend those often inhospitable heights.  But the elation of achieving an ascent can occasionally be nullified on descent by the drab deficiencies of low-level life again.  It was a purely psychological upset that rather affected one person who had just recovered from one shock, and was hoping to suffer no others for a very long time.  Just as that happy party was coming down to earth from heaven, two other persons were on their way up, quite without the slightest presentiment of being recognised in such a far-away place. Nothing sinister in itself about that.

“Ah, we never expected to find you here!” said several of the staff and pupils all using words to that effect. “It’s marvellous up there. Haven’t you come a long way?” and so on.

The unlikely couple consisted of a handsome fair-haired youth called Charles Eaves, and an attractive dark-haired young teacher called Janet Jones.  Janet had quite overcome the illness that had suddenly afflicted her when passing through the famous resort of Sandbeach-on-Sea, where she had unexpectedly met up with Charles on the beach trying to avoid too much of a sun-tan.

Now Charles had that rather unusual trait of character which allowed him to latch on to persons rather elder than himself, quite irrespective of whether they happened to be teachers or normal human beings. He had already made a great friend of Mr Desmond Dempsey, another of Mr Stephen Stewart, and a third at least of Mrs Devereux the School Nurse, and seemed to think nothing of befriending Rectors, Deputy-Headmasters, and others in high authority, bringing all down to his own stature. It was well known that he had also acquired an annoying habit of name ​dropping, and he knew it, but admitted that he had once been told off about it by no less a person than the Queen on an occasion when the two were seemingly standing on the same pedestal.

But somehow the same sycophantic Charles had never managed to make the slightest headway with Miss Stephanie Settle, Deputy Head (girls). She was now being economic, to say the least, in her greetings towards him, though she was lavishing these on Miss Janet Jones from whom she had taken over as deputy driver.

No one bothered to ask the Pink Panther why she was being stand-​offish, and, truth to tell, nobody had really noticed apart from Charles Eaves who was feeling just that little bit hurt at her continuing attitude towards him, and had never quite known the reason behind it. In an unnoticed aside to Stephen Stewart, he enquired as secretively as he could, “What’s biting that bitch?”

Now Stephen was, in one way, the last person to whom he should have addressed that rather indiscrete question. After all, Stephen and Stephanie were not only near-namesakes, but were fellow-teachers of the same stamp, though not of quite the same rank.  In another way, that very question was destined to smooth out a wrinkle that had rankled for more than long enough.

The notion of ‘elders and betters’ was unknown also to Stephen who in any case was probably of an age with Stephanie, as his own professional career had been rather a late-starter.   But, as Stephanie was having a quiet word with Janet Jones (French and German) Stephen was quietly advising his confidant in Anglo-Scots.

“Really, Charlie, she’s a different sort o’ buddie when she's on holiday, as I discovered, and, strictly betwixt you and me, I’ve rather got to like her. I’ll maybe hae a wee word in her lug.”

Charles’s right ear had absorbed another word for storing in his scant Scots vocabulary, and he resolved thenceforth to keep both lugs open for more.  He bestowed a smile and a wave upon Miss Settle, both unacknowledged as if to signify that his presence was not appreciated, but reached out to join hands with Janet as an excuse for hauling her uphill and away from the Pink Panther.

That informally spontaneous ceremony of joining-of-hands had not passed unnoticed by Stewart, and the simple thought ran through his mind, “Well, if he can get off with it, why can’t I?”

Just then, a rocky ledge, upon which Stephanie was precariously standing, for once without semblance of ceremony, obligingly provided Stephen with exactly the right pretext for extending his right hand towards her left, and helping her down to less precipitous terrain.   Warming to one another, those hands were to remain enjoyably joined for most of the rest of the descent.

“Left handed are you,  Stephanie? Always a sign of great intelligence, I believe!”

“Maybe not in my case,” she answered with an unusual modicum of modesty, “But you are a pianist, so you put both to equal use, I notice, whether you are playing the piano or conducting.”

“Or coming down a mountainside.  Well there’s nae piano up here, and you’re the only one I can conduct at the mo. Do you want me to use both hands at once right here?” said Stephen suggestively slipping them round Stephanie’s waist from behind her.

“Oh-ho!” said Stephanie, as a warmish feeling suddenly took possession of her upper psyche and spread in a downward surge through every vein of her feminine frame, “Not with all these kids around. It wouldn't do! They might say things.”

“Och, nivver mind the weans!” said Stephen who had just caught the infection of Stephanie’s  internal  rise  in  temperature. “They’re well on their way noo, and they’ll soon be oot o’sight. See them doon there thrashing through the bracken. We could stop there for a bit, maybe, and hold hands properly?” And he sent a spontaneous shout down the slope towards his companion teachers.

“On you go, youse lot. We’ll catch you up; we’re just doing a wee bit of nature study up here.  My! The harebells are an awf’y bonny blue.”

“O.K. you two!” joked Henry knowingly, “But watch the thistles though. I’m no biologist, Steve, but they're reputed to be a bit jaggy.”  So saying, he turned his watchful attention to the boys and girls below, and was heard to advise. “Run from side to side when the hillside’s steep, it’s much safer that way.  On you go.”

And that was the last for a longish while that the hand-holding couple could hear of fellow-teachers and pupils. Tall brackens were now hiding the couple from human ken, bidding them forget the old nagging heart-breaks they had long since suffered from their respective rejections by unappreciative partners.

“It gets a bit boring meeting all these people we thought we’d left behind in England! It’s all your fault, Stephen, for being Scots and attracting them all up here, - and attracting me too she added, as Stephen silenced her with a tender caress.

“By the way, Stephanie,” enquired Stephen discreetly, once an occasion for normal conversation presented itself again, “What is it that you've got against young Charlie? You seemed a wee bit ‘off’ with him up there.  Did he do something once upon a time that, eh, well, sort-of offended you?”

Stephanie paused for a reply, for whatever her human shortcomings in this way or that, one of her strong-points was that of strictly safeguarding confidentialities. So she restricted herself to expressing a guarded opinion, “Oh, it’s just that Charles Eaves is a bit of a dodgy character from what I can see.”

“Funny you should say that! Exactly what Mr Morris blurted out to Desmond Dempsey on that occasion when the exam-papers went a-missing, and it turned out not to have been Charlie at all! You’re maybe mis-judging the lad; he’s ayeways been fine wi’me!”

“Well, I’m glad that’s so in a way, but it wasn’t that incident I was referring to, and I’d rather not say exactly what it was, but I doubt if you’ll see him back in the upper-sixth in September.”

Stephen saddened. “Och, what a pity! I’d been hoping that my first-cornet player would be back to blow away again in the School Band.  What can I do for a replacement? He had all the others led a treat in just about anything they tackled, no matter how difficult the piece.” Stephen’s sadness turned to puzzlement.

“Maybe I’ll ask him myself what the problem is, exactly.”

“I doubt if you’ll get much of an answer if you do,” said Stephanie. “There are certain things people keep quiet about.”

“So it seems,” said Stephen.  “O.K. we’d better get back for a bite to eat.  Wendy said she’d do the meal tonight for us staff and her two kids; nice of her to let us off the hook like that.”

“Better than going up the mountain only to come down again and face starvation. I really must brush-up on my own cooking though. One never knows when it may come in useful,” said she.

“Ah, I must admit, Steph. that, much as I enjoy cooking my own meals, a meal is even more enjoyable when someone else has been cooking for two!”  Stephanie smiled at the hint.

Meanwhile those hungry hill-hikers had arrived back at camp all eager to get on with preparing their main-meal. Wendy, in her motherly kindness, had already extended her small family to a rather largish number by making thick lentil-soup for everyone, and distributing hunks of bread which disappeared in no time. Last of the pupils to arrive back at camp was one rather pale-faced pre-pubertal and smooth-skinned first-former by the name of Eric Hester, upon whom his pals had imposed the inappropriate pseudo-nym of ‘Hairy Chester.’   He was showing signs of being upset, having gone to his tent, and discovered that his small purse had gone a-missing along with his store of spending-money. This he reported at once to Henry who said he would do his best to solve the problem later that evening after he had chatted to the rest of the staff, but told him to say no more meanwhile.

One of life’s inevitable let-downs, of which most teachers are aware, is that not all of their pupils are full-time angels. The pupils, for their part, learn that not all of their teachers are perpetual devils.  In all walks of life, education advises young and old alike that diversity had always existed. Ideal though it might be if all persons were consistently honest and trustworthy, there  sometimes  lurks  a minority of  rather  disturbed young persons in any camp who are apparently unable to distinguish between their own property and things that belong to others.

Henry’s thoughts turned to Lindsay. All the time that the young campers had been conquering fresh heights of hill-walking skills, and almost daily acquiring fresh expertise in boatmanship on Loch Rannoch under such expert instructors as Desmond and himself, un​lucky Lindsay was still left lying in hospital, but neither lying quite still, nor quite forgotten.  He was, of course, constantly enquired-after by un-paid camp personnel who were kept just as busy as an under-paid hospital staff. Those young things in skirts were almost making up for the touch-me-not status to which he had been elevated, and the food was good. What the camp was missing was his natural leadership at the head of his half-dozen team, but they learnt to manage. He had a natural gift for sorting out problems, and had he been on the spot at camp, that particular problem would have been solved in next to no time. As it was,  suspicion had been running round the camp upsetting everyone, especially as young Eric had already spilt the beans, - an expression which long ago used to mean ‘divulged the facts.’

It was all far from pleasant. Young ‘Hairy Chester’ was taken aside by Henry and reassured,   “We’ll get the culprit, and your money back.  Just leave it to us, and here’s a ten-shilling note to keep you going for a while. Keep it zipped up in your hip-pocket, and put your jeans under your sleeping-bag every night. Don’t worry; we'll soon sort the thing out for you.

Eric said, “Thanks,” to Henry, and Henry said, “Hey,” to Stephen, who said, “Right,” to his bicycle, “We’re going to pump up your tyres. Perth is a lang way aff, but dinnae worry, I mean the one thirty-odd miles away.  Australia will have to wait till the week-end.”

“No, no!” insisted Stephanie, “you can put your bike in the back of the white van, and I’ll drive the van to Perth once we’ve dropped the kids off for their boating. We need to pick up some more provisions anyway. Lindsay will be delighted to see us at the hospital, even if only through glass screens.”

“And if the van breaks down?” asked Stephen.

“Then you’ve got your bike in the back so that you can tootle off in search of a bed-and-breakfast for the pair of us.  They can wait for their food till the next day.”

“Oh-ho!” said Stephen, “Who's being jist a wee bitty suggestive noo?” - And Stephanie giggled.

Possibly to Stephanie’s disappointment, the van did not break down, thus adding to a sad lack of continuing camp catastrophes on that particular day.  Instead, it arrived at the hospital, and discharged its two occupants who were courteously escorted as far as the screens behind which Lindsay was sitting bolt upright on an arm-chair with a glazed expression in his eyes, no doubt due more to reflection than to astonishment. His erstwhile sun-tan had now mellowed to a bright yellow which he had been reassuringly informed was a symptom that the disease had all but departed. Sure enough, he was feeling better, even when confronted by the surprise spectacle of Stephanie and Stephen who passed to a white-masked nurse a letter which had arrived that morning at camp addressed to Lindsay, complete with foreign stamp. This she smuggled surreptitiously into the isolation cubicle, and into Lindsay’s hand.  He said he would open it later saying, “It’s only my parents.”

Such preliminary pleasantries over, he listened carefully to the circumstantial complexities of the problem as pronounced through his inter-com, and immediately responded with all the expertise that one might expect from an effective detective.

“Well, obviously,” he began, (which had stood no chance of being obvious to a couple of non-observers of the re-entry into camp of the pupils) “if the kids came back before the staff, and if one kid got back before the others, then it must have been that very kid.  The only persons who might have noticed who it was would have been Wendy or her children,  - but not if she had been immersed in making soup at the time.”

“Or submerged in it,” said Stephen facetiously.

“Shut up and listen, you sausage,” said Stephanie,  “This is supposed to be serious.”

Lindsay grinned widely, and giggled at what he perceived as an unusual incidence of one teacher calling the other a sausage, but was still young and inexperienced. Continuing more solemnly, however,  with  his  lucid  unveiling  of  the  mystery,  and  his suggestions for its solution, he went on: 

“What you have to do is to hold a rigorous inspection of all the tents,  purely on  the  pretext  of  insisting  upon  order  and tidiness, and award the usual points. All the rucksacks are labelled with their owners’ names. Have them laid out in a neat line, and tell the tent-dwellers that their tents must stay tidy all day or they’ll lose points.  Meanwhile, find out if you can, from one pupil only, - don't make a widespread enquiry – who it was who’d arrived back at camp first, and do nothing more till night-fall.”

“And then?” asked the anxious enquirers.

“And then, when Stewart has got the evening camp-fire in full swing, or when they’re all quaffing down hot chocolate, get two staff members to slope off in the dark towards the toilets, one with a torch.  They’ll pass behind the toilets then make for one tent at a time, creep in unnoticed, and go through each bag, beginning with the one they suspect most.  If they’re lucky, and find the right purse in the right bag, then there’d be no need to touch the others.  If not, it will take time.”

“Let's hope they're lucky,” said Stephen now sounding more like a pupil being instructed by his teacher. “Carry on, Lindsay.”

“Remove the stolen object and say nothing to anyone.   If the thief reports it not, then you’ve got your man.   Again say nothing, but deliver a very non-committal piece of advice that it’s a good idea if all money is left with the leaders.  Don’t say why.  Extend the facilities of your lock-fast camp bank to include pocket-money too, and the thieving problems are over.”

“Thanks, budding Bank-Manager, Lindsay.  You will do well in your future career.  Coming in top in Maths has done you no harm, I see!” said Stephanie. “Keep it up, and keep well.  By the way, have you heard anything from your parents yet?  I believe they are somewhere in mid-Mediterranean having a happy holiday.”

“Let me just tear open this letter. Wait a mo.” After a pause during which Lindsay’s mouth became more wide-open than the letter, he quietly revealed, “Well they may by now have received my letter, but what’s more certain is that they’d received my bug! They’re both beside one another in hospital recovering from hepatitis!”

Lindsay’s visitors gulped and prepared to go, leaving some fruit.

“Well I suppose they’ll be late getting back to Yorkshire. Good thing I’ve got an aunt I can stay with at Sandbeach-on-sea. I’ll be disease-free by then with a bit of luck, so I can go swimming there every day, Yippee! Let’s know how you get on back at camp. Thanks for calling. That letter’s cheered me up! Cheerioh!”

Back at camp with useful white van, non-used black bicycle, essential provisions, and highly valued advice, two happy and enlightened-looking lovers unloaded the van, and would later unload that confidential plan on to the other male persons of the camp-controlling trinity, who were still busily instructing in boatmanship while awaiting the van’s arrival at the Lochside.

All was now going according to plan. The campers had returned hungry as ever for their evening meals prepared on fires they had got going well; their evening games of eight-aside football plus one referee had also gone well, with goals scored by girls and boys alike. The moon, gradually growing in girth, was signalling the time for central camp-fire to be lit (with a single match) and the customary gathering of happy chattering campers were as usual sipping their hot drinks and crunching their usual chocolate biscuits. One young camper was not looking quite as happy as the others, but no one really noticed. Stephen's songs were soon in full swing.  Two adults crept off unobserved to do their roaming in the gloaming, - perchance to rummage in a rucksack or two !

The torch one of them carried was shone down on the suspected rucksack, while Lindsay’s astute advice guided the hand of the other, down, down, to the bottom of its contents, and pulled out not only a cash-filled purse, but also a wallet belonging to Desmond who had left his jacket hanging from a pole in the store-tent. No other rucksack was disturbed. The first and only one was put back in order and in place, and fastened again as if never touched. The two foragers furtively crept back to the camp-fire circle and gave a thumbs-up sign to the other leaders who returned a knowing nod.  Henry drew young Eric Hester quietly aside to tell him he’d be getting his purse back in the morning, but “Don’t breathe a word to anyone.”   

Eric grinned and said “Gee, thanks!”
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