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Chapter 1

Once a term the whole school went for a walk – that is to say the three masters took part as well as all the boys. It was usually a pleasant outing, and everyone looked forward to it, forgot old scores, and behaved with freedom. Lest discipline should suffer, it took place just before the holidays, when leniency does no harm, and indeed it seemed more like a treat at home than school, for Mrs Abrahams, the Principal’s wife, would meet them at the tea place with some lady friends, and be hospitable and motherly.

Mr Abrahams was a preparatory schoolmaster of the old-fashioned sort. He cared neither for work nor games, but fed his boys well and saw that they did not misbehave. The rest he left to the parents, and did not speculate how much the parents were leaving to him. Amid mutual compliments the boys passed out into a public school, healthy but backward, to receive upon undefended flesh the first blows of the world. There is much to be said for apathy in education, and Mr Abrahams’s pupils did not do badly in the long run, became parents in their turn, and in some cases sent him their sons. Mr Read, the junior assistant, was a master of the same type, only stupider, while Mr Ducie, the senior, acted as a stimulant, and prevented the whole concern from going to sleep. They did not like him much, but knew that he was necessary. Mr Ducie was an able man, orthodox, but not out of touch with the world, nor incapable of seeing both sides of a question. He was unsuitable for parents and the denser boys, but good for the first form, and had even coached pupils into a scholarship. Nor was he a bad organizer. While affecting to hold the reins and to prefer Mr Read, Mr Abrahams really allowed Mr Ducie a free hand and ended by taking him into partnership.

Mr Ducie always had something on his mind. On this occasion it was Hall, one of the older boys, who was leaving them to go to a public school. He wanted to have a ‘good talk’ with Hall, during the outing. His colleagues objected, since it would leave them more to do, and the Principal remarked that he had already talked to Hall, and that the boy would prefer to take his last walk with his school-fellows. This was probable, but Mr Ducie was never deterred from doing what is right. He smiled and was silent. Mr Read knew what the ‘good talk’ would be, for early in their acquaintance they had touched on a certain theme professionally. Mr Read had disapproved. ‘Thin ice,’ he had said. The Principal neither knew nor would have wished to know. Parting from his pupils when they were fourteen, he forgot they had developed into men. They seemed to him a race small but complete, like the New Guinea pygmies, ‘my boys’. And they were even easier to understand than pygmies, because they never married and seldom died. Celibate and immortal, the long procession passed before him, its thickness varying from twenty-five to forty at a time. ‘I see no use in books on education. Boys began before education was thought of.’ Mr Ducie would smile, for he was soaked in evolution.

 

From this to the boys.

‘Sir, may I hold your hand . . . Sir, you promised me . . . Both Mr Abrahams’ hands were bagged and all Mr Read’s . . . Oh sir, did you hear that? He thinks Mr Read has three hands! . . . I didn’t, I said “fingers”. Green eye! Green eye!’

‘When you have quite finished—!’

‘Sir!’

‘I’m going to walk with Hall alone.’

There were cries of disappointment. The other masters, seeing that it was no good, called the pack off, and marshalled them along the cliff towards the downs. Hall, triumphant, sprang to Mr Ducie’s side, and felt too old to take his hand. He was a plump, pretty lad, not in any way remarkable. In this he resembled his father, who had passed in the procession twenty-five years before, vanished into a public school, married, begotten a son and two daughters, and recently died of pneumonia. Mr Hall had been a good citizen, but lethargic. Mr Ducie had informed himself about him before they began the walk.

‘Well, Hall, expecting a pi-jaw, eh?’

‘I don’t know, sir – Mr Abrahams’ given me one with “Those Holy Fields”. Mrs Abrahams’ given me sleeve links. The fellows have given me a set of Guatemalas up to two dollars. Look, sir! The ones with the parrot on the pillar on.’

‘Splendid, splendid! What did Mr Abrahams say? Told you you were a miserable sinner, I hope.’

The boy laughed. He did not understand Mr Ducie, but knew that he was meaning to be funny. He felt at ease because it was his last day at school, and even if he did wrong he would not get into a row. Besides, Mr Abrahams had declared him a success. ‘We are proud of him; he will do us honour at Sunnington’: he had seen the beginning of the letter to his mother. And the boys had showered presents on him, declaring he was brave. A great mistake – he wasn’t brave: he was afraid of the dark. But no one knew this.

‘Well, what did Mr Abrahams say?’ repeated Mr Ducie, when they reached the sands. A long talk threatened, and the boy wished he was up on the cliff with his friends, but he knew that wishing is useless when boy meets man.

‘Mr Abrahams told me to copy my father, sir.’

‘Anything else?’

‘I am never to do anything I should be ashamed to have mother see me do. No one can go wrong then, and the public school will be very different from this.’

‘Did Mr Abrahams say how?’

‘All kinds of difficulties – more like the world.’

‘Did he tell you what the world is like?’

‘No.’

‘Did you ask him?’

‘No, sir.’

‘That wasn’t very sensible of you, Hall. Clear things up. Mr Abrahams and I are here to answer your questions. What do you suppose the world – the world of grown-up people is like?’

‘I can’t tell. I’m a boy,’ he said, very sincerely. ‘Are they very treacherous, sir?’

Mr Ducie was amused and asked him what examples of treachery he had seen. He replied that grown-up people would not be unkind to boys, but were they not always cheating one another? Losing his schoolboy manner, he began to talk like a child, and became fanciful and amusing. Mr Ducie lay down on the sand to listen to him, lit his pipe and looked up to the sky. The little watering-place where they lived was now far behind, the rest of the school away in front. The day was grey and windless, with little distinction between clouds and sun.

‘You live with your mother, don’t you?’ he interrupted, seeing that the boy had gained confidence.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Have you any elder brothers?’

‘No, sir – only Ada and Kitty.’

‘Any uncles?’

‘No.’

‘So you don’t know many men?’

‘Mother keeps a coachman and George in the garden, but of course you mean gentlemen. Mother has three maid-servants to look after the house, but they are so idle that they will not mend Ada’s stockings. Ada is my eldest little sister.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Fourteen and three quarters.’

‘Well, you’re an ignorant little beggar.’ They laughed. After a pause he said, ‘When I was your age, my father told me something that proved very useful and helped me a good deal.’ This was untrue: his father had never told him anything. But he needed a prelude to what he was going to say.

‘Did he, sir?’

‘Shall I tell you what it was?’

‘Please, sir.’

‘I am going to talk to you for a few moments as if I were your father, Maurice! I shall call you by your real name.’ Then, very simply and kindly, he approached the mystery of sex. He spoke of male and female, created by God in the beginning in order that the earth might be peopled, and of the period when the male and female receive their powers. ‘You are just becoming a man now, Maurice; that is why I am telling you about this. It is not a thing that your mother can tell you, and you should not mention it to her nor to any lady, and if at your next school boys mention it to you, just shut them up; tell them you know. Have you heard about it before?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Not a word?’

‘No, sir.’

Still smoking his pipe, Mr Ducie got up, and choosing a smooth piece of sand drew diagrams upon it with his walking-stick. ‘This will make it easier,’ he said to the boy, who watched dully: it bore no relation to his experiences. He was attentive, as was natural when he was the only one in the class, and he knew that the subject was serious and related to his own body. But he could not himself relate it; it fell to pieces as soon as Mr Ducie put it together, like an impossible sum. In vain he tried. His torpid brain would not awake. Puberty was there, but not intelligence, and manhood was stealing on him, as it always must, in a trance. Useless to break in upon that trance. Useless to describe it, however scientifically and sympathetically. The boy assents and is dragged back into sleep, not to be enticed there before his hour.

Mr Ducie, whatever his science, was sympathetic. Indeed he was too sympathetic; he attributed cultivated feelings to Maurice, and did not realize that he must either understand nothing or be overwhelmed. ‘All this is rather a bother,’ he said, ‘but one must get it over, one mustn’t make a mystery of it. Then come the great things – Love, Life.’ He was fluent, having talked to boys in this way before, and he knew the kind of question they would ask. Maurice would not ask: he only said, ‘I see, I see, I see,’ and at first Mr Ducie feared he did not see. He examined him. The replies were satisfactory. The boy’s memory was good and – so curious a fabric is the human – he even developed a spurious intelligence, a surface flicker to respond to the beaconing glow of the man’s. In the end he did ask one or two questions about sex, and they were to the point. Mr Ducie was much pleased. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You need never be puzzled or bothered now.’

Love and life still remained, and he touched on them as they strolled forward by the colourless sea. He spoke of the ideal man – chaste with asceticism. He sketched the glory of Woman. Engaged to be married himself, he grew more human, and his eyes coloured up behind the strong spectacles; his cheek flushed. To love a noble woman, to protect and serve her – this, he told the little boy, was the crown of life. ‘You can’t understand now, you will some day, and when you do understand it, remember the poor old pedagogue who put you on the track. It all hangs together – all – and God’s in his heaven, All’s right with the world. Male and female! Ah wonderful!’

‘I think I shall not marry,’ remarked Maurice.

‘This day ten years hence – I invite you and your wife to dinner with my wife and me. Will you accept?’

‘Oh sir!’ He smiled with pleasure.

‘It’s a bargain, then!’ It was at all events a good joke to end with. Maurice was flattered and began to contemplate marriage. But while they were easing off Mr Ducie stopped, and held his cheek as though every tooth ached. He turned and looked at the long expanse of sand behind.

‘I never scratched out those infernal diagrams,’ he said slowly.

At the further end of the bay some people were following them, also by the edge of the sea. Their course would take them by the very spot where Mr Ducie had illustrated sex, and one of them was a lady. He ran back sweating with fear.

‘Sir, won’t it be all right?’ Maurice cried. ‘The tide’ll have covered them by now.’

‘Good Heavens . . . thank God . . . the tide’s rising.’

And suddenly for an instant of time, the boy despised him. ‘Liar,’ he thought. ‘Liar, coward, he’s told me nothing.’ . . . Then darkness rolled up again, the darkness that is primeval but not eternal, and yields to its own painful dawn.





Chapter 10

A slow nature such as Maurice’s appears insensitive, for it needs time even to feel. Its instinct is to assume that nothing either for good or evil has happened, and to resist the invader. Once gripped, it feels acutely, and its sensations in love are particularly profound. Given time, it can know and impart ecstasy; given time, it can sink to the heart of Hell. Thus it was that his agony began as a slight regret; sleepless nights and lonely days must intensify it into a frenzy that consumed him. It worked inwards, till it touched the root whence body and soul both spring, the ‘I’ that he had been trained to obscure, and, realized at last, doubled its power and grew superhuman. For it might have been joy. New worlds broke loose in him at this, and he saw from the vastness of the ruin what ecstasy he had lost, what a communion.

They did not speak again for two days. Durham would have made it longer, but most of their friends were now in common, and they were bound to meet. Realizing this, he wrote Maurice an icy note suggesting that it would be a public convenience if they behaved as if nothing had happened. He added, ‘I shall be obliged if you will not mention my criminal morbidity to anyone. I am sure you will do this from the sensible way in which you took the news.’ Maurice did not reply, but first put the note with the letters he had received during the vac and afterwards burnt them all.

He supposed the climax of agony had come. But he was fresh to real suffering as to reality of any kind. They had yet to meet. On the second afternoon they found themselves in the same four at tennis and the pain grew excruciating. He could scarcely stand or see; if he returned Durham’s service the ball sent a throb up his arm. Then they were made to be partners; once they jostled, Durham winced, but managed to laugh in the old fashion.

Moreover, it proved convenient that he should come back to college in Maurice’s side-car. He got in without demur. Maurice, who had not been to bed for two nights, went light-headed, turned the machine into a by-lane, and travelled top speed. There was a wagon in front, full of women. He drove straight at them, but when they screamed stuck on his brakes, and just avoided disaster. Durham made no comment. As he indicated in his note, he only spoke when others were present. All other intercourse was to end.

That evening Maurice went to bed as usual. But as he laid his head on the pillows a flood of tears oozed from it. He was horrified. A man crying! Fetherstonhaugh might hear him. He wept stifled in the sheets, he sprang about kissing, then struck his head against the wall and smashed the crockery. Someone did come up the stairs. He grew quiet at once and did not recommence when the footsteps died away. Lighting a candle, he looked with surprise at his torn pyjamas and trembling limbs. He continued to cry, for he could not stop, but the suicidal point had been passed, and, remaking the bed, he lay down. His gyp was clearing away the ruins when he opened his eyes. It seemed queer to Maurice that a gyp should have been dragged in. He wondered whether the man suspected anything, then slept again. On waking the second time he found letters on the floor – one from old Mr Grace, his grandfather, about the party that was to be given when he came of age, another from a don’s wife asking him to lunch (‘Mr Durham is coming too, so you won’t be shy’), another from Ada with mention of Gladys Olcott. Yet again he fell asleep.

Madness is not for everyone, but Maurice’s proved the thunderbolt that dispels the clouds. The storm had been working up not for three days as he supposed, but for six years. It had brewed in the obscurities of being where no eye pierces, his surroundings had thickened it. It had burst and he had not died. The brilliancy of day was around him, he stood upon the mountain range that overshadows youth, he saw.

Most of the day he sat with open eyes, as if looking into the Valley he had left. It was all so plain now. He had lied. He phrased it ‘been fed upon lies’, but lies are the natural food of boyhood, and he had eaten greedily. His first resolve was to be more careful in the future. He would live straight, not because it mattered to anyone now, but for the sake of the game. He would not deceive himself so much. He would not – and this was the test – pretend to care about women when the only sex that attracted him was his own. He loved men and always had loved them. He longed to embrace them and mingle his being with theirs. Now that the man who returned his love had been lost, he admitted this.





Chapter 11

After this crisis Maurice became a man. Hitherto – if human beings can be estimated – he had not been worth anyone’s affection, but conventional, petty, treacherous to others, because to himself. Now he had the highest gift to offer. The idealism and the brutality that ran through boyhood had joined at last, and twined into love. No one might want such love, but he could not feel ashamed of it, because it was ‘he’, neither body or soul, nor body and soul, but ‘he’ working through both. He still suffered, yet a sense of triumph had come elsewhere. Pain had shown him a niche behind the world’s judgements, whither he could withdraw.

There was still much to learn, and years passed before he explored certain abysses in his being – horrible enough they were. But he discovered the method and looked no more at scratches in the sand. He had awoken too late for happiness, but not for strength, and could feel an austere joy, as of a warrior who is homeless but stands fully armed.

As the term went on he decided to speak to Durham. He valued words highly, having so lately discovered them. Why should he suffer and cause his friend suffering, when words might put all right? He heard himself saying, ‘I really love you as you love me,’ and Durham replying, ‘Is that so? Then I forgive you,’ and to the ardour of youth such a conversation seemed possible, though somehow he did not conceive it as leading to joy. He made several attempts, but partly through his own shyness, partly through Durham’s, they failed. If he went round, the door was sported, or else there were people inside; should he enter, Durham left when the other guests did. He invited him to meals – he could never come; he offered to lift him again for tennis, but an excuse was made. Even if they met in the court, Durham would affect to have forgotten something and run past him or away. He was surprised their friends did not notice the change, but few undergraduates are observant – they have too much to discover within themselves and it was a don who remarked that Durham had stopped honeymooning with that Hall person.

He found his opportunity after a debating society to which both belonged. Durham – pleading his Tripos – had sent in his resignation, but had begged that the society might meet in his rooms first, as he wished to take his share of hospitality. This was like him; he hated to be under an obligation to anyone. Maurice went and sat through a tedious evening. When everyone, including the host, surged out into the fresh air, he remained, thinking of the first night he had visited that room, and wondering whether the past cannot return.

Durham entered, and did not at once see who it was. Ignoring him utterly, he proceeded to tidy up for the night.

‘You’re beastly hard,’ blurted Maurice, ‘you don’t know what it is to have a mind in a mess, and it makes you very hard.’

Durham shook his head as one who refuses to listen. He looked so ill that Maurice had a wild desire to catch hold of him.

‘You might give me a chance instead of avoiding me – I only want to discuss.’

‘We’ve discussed the whole evening.’

‘I mean the Symposium, like the ancient Greeks.’

‘Oh Hall, don’t be so stupid – you ought to know that to be alone with you hurts me. No, please don’t reopen. It’s over. It’s over.’ He went into the other room and began to undress. ‘Forgive this discourtesy, but I simply can’t – my nerves are all nohow after three weeks of this.’

‘So are mine,’ cried Maurice.

‘Poor, poor chap!’

‘Durham, I’m in Hell.’

‘Oh, you’ll get out. It’s only the Hell of disgust. You’ve never done anything to be ashamed of, so you don’t know what’s really Hell.’

Maurice gave a cry of pain. It was so unmistakable that Durham, who was about to close the door between them, said, ‘Very well, I’ll discuss if you like. What’s the matter? You appear to want to apologize about something. Why? You behave as if I’m annoyed with you. What have you done wrong? You’ve been thoroughly decent from first to last.’

In vain he protested.

‘So decent that I mistook your ordinary friendliness. When you were so good to me, above all the afternoon I came up – I thought it was something else. I am more sorry than I can ever say. I had no right to move out of my books and music, which was what I did when I met you. You won’t want my apology any more than anything else I could give, but, Hall, I do make it most sincerely. It is a lasting grief to have insulted you.’

His voice was feeble but clear, and his face like a sword. Maurice flung useless words about love.

‘That’s all, I think. Get married quickly and forget.’

‘Durham, I love you.’

He laughed bitterly.

‘I do – I have always—’

‘Good night, good night.’

‘I tell you, I do – I came to say it – in your very own way – I have always been like the Greeks and didn’t know.’

‘Expand the statement.’

Words deserted him immediately. He could only speak when he was not asked to.

‘Hall, don’t be grotesque.’ He raised his hand, for Maurice had exclaimed. ‘It’s like the very decent fellow you are to comfort me, but there are limits; one or two things I can’t swallow.’

‘I’m not grotesque—’

‘I shouldn’t have said that. So do leave me. I’m thankful it’s into your hands I fell. Most men would have reported me to the Dean or the Police.’

‘Oh, go to Hell, it’s all you’re fit for,’ cried Maurice, rushed into the court and heard once more the bang of the outer door. Furious he stood on the bridge in a night that resembled the first – drizzly with faint stars. He made no allowance for three weeks of torture unlike his own or for the poison which, secreted by one man, acts differently on another. He was enraged not to find his friend as he had left him. Twelve o’clock struck, one, two, and he was still planning what to say when there is nothing to say and the resources of speech are ended.

Then savage, reckless, drenched with the rain, he saw in the first glimmer of dawn the window of Durham’s room, and his heart leapt alive and shook him to pieces. It cried ‘You love and are loved.’ He looked round the court. It cried ‘You are strong, he weak and alone,’ won over his will. Terrified at what he must do, he caught hold of the mullion and sprang.

‘Maurice—’

As he alighted his name had been called out of dreams. The violence went out of his heart, and a purity that he had never imagined dwelt there instead. His friend had called him. He stood for a moment entranced, then the new emotion found him words, and laying his hand very gently upon the pillows he answered ‘Clive!’





Chapter 12

Clive had suffered little from bewilderment as a boy. His sincere mind, with its keen sense of right and wrong, had brought him the belief that he was damned instead. Deeply religious, with a living desire to reach God and to please Him, he found himself crossed at an early age by this other desire, obviously from Sodom. He had no doubt as to what it was: his emotion, more compact than Maurice’s, was not split into the brutal and the ideal, nor did he waste years in bridging the gulf. He had in him the impulse that destroyed the City of the Plain. It should not ever become carnal, but why had he out of all Christians been punished with it?

At first he thought God must be trying him, and if he did not blaspheme would recompense him like Job. He therefore bowed his head, fasted, and kept away from anyone whom he found himself inclined to like. His sixteenth year was ceaseless torture. He told no one, and finally broke down and had to be removed from school. During the convalescence he found himself falling in love with a cousin who walked by his bath chair, a young married man. It was hopeless, he was damned.

These terrors had visited Maurice, but dimly: to Clive they were definite, continuous, and not more insistent at the Eucharist than elsewhere. He never mistook them, in spite of the rein he kept on grossness. He could control the body; it was the tainted soul that mocked his prayers.

The boy had always been a scholar, awake to the printed word, and the horrors the Bible had evoked for him were to be laid by Plato. Never could he forget his emotion at first reading the Phaedrus. He saw there his malady described exquisitely, calmly, as a passion which we can direct, like any other, towards good or bad. Here was no invitation to licence. He could not believe his good fortune at first – thought there must be some misunderstanding and that he and Plato were thinking of different things. Then he saw that the temperate pagan really did comprehend him, and, slipping past the Bible rather than opposing it, was offering a new guide for life. ‘To make the most of what I have.’ Not to crush it down, not vainly to wish that it was something else, but to cultivate it in such ways as will not vex either God or Man.

He was obliged however to throw over Christianity. Those who base their conduct upon what they are rather than upon what they ought to be, always must throw it over in the end, and besides, between Clive’s temperament and that religion there is a secular feud. No clear-headed man can combine them. The temperament, to quote the legal formula, is ‘not to be mentioned among Christians’, and a legend tells that all who shared it died on the morning of the Nativity. Clive regretted this. He came of a family of lawyers and squires, good and able men for the most part, and he did not wish to depart from their tradition. He wished Christianity would compromise with him a little and searched the Scriptures for support. There was David and Jonathan; there was even the ‘disciple that Jesus loved’. But the Church’s interpretation was against him; he could not find any rest for his soul in her without crippling it, and withdrew higher into the classics yearly.

By eighteen he was unusually mature, and so well under control that he could allow himself to be friendly with anyone who attracted him. Harmony had succeeded asceticism. At Cambridge he cultivated tender emotions for other undergraduates, and his life, hitherto grey, became slightly tinged with delicate hues. Cautious and sane, he advanced, nor was there anything petty in his caution. He was ready to go further should he consider it right.

In his second year he met Risley, himself ‘that way’. Clive did not return the confidence which was given rather freely, nor did he like Risley and his set. But he was stimulated. He was glad to know that there were more of his sort about, and their frankness braced him into telling his mother about his agnosticism; it was all he could tell her. Mrs Durham, a worldly woman, made little protest. It was at Christmas the trouble came. Being the only gentry in the parish, the Durhams communicated separately, and to have the whole village looking on while she and her daughters knelt without Clive in the middle of that long footstool cut her with shame and stung her into anger. They quarrelled. He saw her for what she really was – withered, unsympathetic, empty – and in his disillusion found himself thinking vividly of Hall.

Hall: he was only one of several men whom he rather liked. True he, also, had a mother and two sisters, but Clive was too level-headed to pretend this was the only bond between them. He must like Hall more than he realized – must be a little in love with him. And as soon as they met he had a rush of emotion that carried him into intimacy.

The man was bourgeois, unfinished and stupid – the worst of confidants. Yet he told about his home troubles, touched out of all proportion by his dismissal of Chapman. When Hall started teasing he was charmed. Others held off, regarding him as sedate, and he liked being thrown about by a powerful and handsome boy. It was delightful too when Hall stroked his hair: the faces of the two people in the room would fade: he leant back till his cheek brushed the flannel of the trousers and felt the warmth strike through. He was under no illusion on these occasions. He knew what kind of pleasure he was receiving, and received it honestly, certain that it brought no harm to either of them. Hall was a man who only liked women – one could tell that at a glance.

Towards the end of the term he noticed that Hall had acquired a peculiar and beautiful expression. It came only now and then, was subtle and lay far down; he noticed it first when they were squabbling about theology. It was affectionate, kindly, and to that extent a natural expression, but there was mixed in it something that he had not observed in the man, a touch of – impudence? He was not sure, but liked it. It recurred when they met suddenly or had been silent. It beckoned to him across intellect, saying, ‘This is all very well, you’re clever, we know – but come!’ It haunted him so that he watched for it while his brain and tongue were busy, and when it came he felt himself replying, ‘I’ll come – I didn’t know.’

‘You can’t help yourself now. You must come.’

‘I don’t want to help myself.’

‘Come then.’

He did come. He flung down all the barriers – not at once, for he did not live in a house that can be destroyed in a day. All that term and through letters afterwards he made the path clear. Once certain that Hall loved him, he unloosed his own love. Hitherto it had been dalliance, a passing pleasure for body and mind. How he despised that now. Love was harmonious, immense. He poured into it the dignity as well as the richness of his being, and indeed in that well-tempered soul the two were one. There was nothing humble about Clive. He knew his own worth, and, when he had expected to go through life without love, he had blamed circumstances rather than himself. Hall, though attractive and beautiful, had not condescended. They would meet on an equality next term.

But books meant so much for him he forgot that they were a bewilderment to others. Had he trusted the body there would have been no disaster, but by linking their love to the past he linked it to the present, and roused in his friend’s mind the conventions and the fear of the law. He realized nothing of this. What Hall said he must mean. Otherwise why should he say it? Hall loathed him – had said so, ‘Oh, rot’ – the words hurt more than any abuse, and rang in his ears for days. Hall was the healthy normal Englishman, who had never had a glimmer of what was up.

Great was the pain, great the mortification, but worse followed. So deeply had Clive become one with the beloved that he began to loathe himself. His whole philosophy of life broke down, and the sense of sin was reborn in its ruins, and crawled along corridors. Hall had said he was a criminal, and must know. He was damned. He dare never be friends with a young man again, for fear of corrupting him. Had he not lost Hall his faith in Christianity and attempted his purity besides?

During those three weeks Clive altered immensely, and was beyond the reach of argument when Hall – good, blundering creature – came to his room to comfort him, tried this and that without success, and vanished in a gust of temper. ‘Oh, go to Hell, it’s all you’re fit for.’ Never a truer word but hard to accept from the beloved. Clive’s defeat increased: his life had been blown to pieces, and he felt no inward strength to rebuild it and clear out evil. His conclusion was ‘Ridiculous boy! I never loved him. I only had an image I made up in my polluted mind, and may God help me to get rid of it.’

But it was this image that visited his sleep, and caused him to whisper its name.

‘Maurice . . .’

‘Clive . . .’

‘Hall!’ he gasped, fully awake. Warmth was upon him. ‘Maurice, Maurice, Maurice . . . Oh Maurice—’

‘I know.’

‘Maurice, I love you.’

‘I you.’

They kissed, scarcely wishing it. Then Maurice vanished as he had come, through the window.





Chapter 13

‘I’ve missed two lectures already,’ remarked Maurice, who was breakfasting in his pyjamas.

‘Cut them all – he’ll only gate you.’

‘Will you come out in the side-car?’

‘Yes, but a long way,’ said Clive, lighting a cigarette. ‘I can’t stick Cambridge in this weather. Let’s get right outside it ever so far and bathe. I can work as we go along – Oh damnation!’ – for there were steps on the stairs. Joey Fetherstonhaugh looked in and asked one or other of them to play tennis with him that afternoon. Maurice accepted.

‘Maurice! What did you do that for, you fool?’

‘Cleared him out quickest. Clive, meet me at the garage in twenty minutes, bring your putrid books, and borrow Joey’s goggles. I must dress. Bring some lunch too.’

‘What about horses instead?’

‘Too slow.’

They met as arranged. Joey’s goggles had offered no difficulty, as he had been out. But as they threaded Jesus Lane they were hailed by the Dean.

‘Hall, haven’t you a lecture?’

‘I overslept,’ called Maurice contemptuously.

‘Hall! Hall! Stop when I speak.’

Maurice went on. ‘No good arguing,’ he observed.

‘Not the least.’

They swirled across the bridge and into the Ely road. Maurice said, ‘Now we’ll go to Hell.’ The machine was powerful, he reckless naturally. It leapt forward into the fens and the receding dome of the sky. They became a cloud of dust, a stench, and a roar to the world, but the air they breathed was pure, and all the noise they heard was the long drawn cheer of the wind. They cared for no one, they were outside humanity, and death, had it come, would only have continued their pursuit of a retreating horizon. A tower, a town – it had been Ely – were behind them, in front the same sky, paling at last as though heralding the sea. ‘Right turn,’ again, then ‘left,’ ‘right,’ until all sense of direction was gone. There was a rip, a grate. Maurice took no notice. A noise arose as of a thousand pebbles being shaken together between his legs. No accident occurred, but the machine came to a standstill among the dark black fields. The song of the lark was heard, the trail of dust began to settle behind them. They were alone.

‘Let’s eat,’ said Clive.

They ate on a grassy embankment. Above them the waters of a dyke moved imperceptibly, and reflected interminable willow trees. Man who had created the whole landscape was nowhere to be seen. After lunch Clive thought he ought to work. He spread out his books and was asleep in ten minutes. Maurice lay up by the water, smoking. A farmer’s cart appeared, and it did occur to him to ask which county they were in. But he said nothing, nor did the farmer appear to notice him. When Clive awoke it was past three. ‘We shall want some tea soon,’ was his contribution.

‘All right. Can you mend that bloody bike?’

‘Oh yes, didn’t something jam?’ He yawned and walked down to the machine. ‘No, I can’t, Maurice, can you?’

‘Rather not.’

They laid their cheeks together and began laughing. The smash struck them as extraordinarily funny. Grandpapa’s present too! He had given it to Maurice against his coming of age in August. Clive said, ‘How if we left it and walked?’

‘Yes, who’d do it any harm? Leave the coats and things inside it. Likewise Joey’s goggles.’

‘What about my books?’

‘Leave ’em too.’

‘I shan’t want them after hall?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Tea’s more important than hall. It stands to reason – well what are you giggling at? – that if we follow a dyke long enough we must come to a pub.’

‘Why, they use it to water their beer!’

Maurice smote him on the ribs, and for ten minutes they played up amongst the trees, too silly for speech. Pensive again, they stood close together, then hid the bicycle behind dog roses, and started. Clive took his notebook away with him, but it did not survive in any useful form, for the dyke they were following branched.

‘We must wade this,’ he said. ‘We can’t go round or we shall never get anywhere. Maurice look – we must keep in a bee line south.’

‘All right.’

It did not matter which of them suggested what that day; the other always agreed. Clive took off his shoes and socks and rolled his trousers up. Then he stepped upon the brown surface of the dyke and vanished. He reappeared swimming.

‘All that deep!’ he spluttered, climbing out. ‘Maurice, no idea! Had you?’

Maurice cried ‘I say, I must bathe properly.’ He did so, while Clive carried his clothes. The light grew radiant. Presently they came to a farm.

The farmer’s wife was inhospitable and ungracious, but they spoke of her afterwards as ‘absolutely ripping’. She did in the end give them tea and allow Clive to dry near her kitchen fire. She ‘left payment to them’, and, when they overpaid her, grumbled. Nothing checked their spirits. They transmuted everything.

‘Goodbye, we’re greatly obliged,’ said Clive. ‘And if any of your men come across the bike: I wish we could describe where we left it better. Anyhow I’ll give you my friend’s card. Tie it on the bike if they will be so kind, and bring it down to the nearest station. Something of the sort, I don’t know. The station master will wire to us.’

The station was five miles on. When they reached it the sun was low, and they were not back in Cambridge till after hall. All this last part of the day was perfect. The train, for some unknown reason, was full, and they sat close together, talking quietly under the hubbub, and smiling. When they parted it was in the ordinary way: neither had an impulse to say
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