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‘Now it is the time of night


    That the graves, all gaping wide‚


Every one lets forth his sprite,


    In the church-way paths to glide:


And we the fairies, that do run


    By the three Hecates team,


From the presence of the sun,


    Following darkness like a dream,


Now are frolic; not a mouse


Shall disturb this hallow’d house.’


           A Midsummer-Night’s Dream
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Author’s Note





THE first version of this novel was published in 1912 under the title of Following Darkness. Not satisfied with that version, I have rewritten it from beginning to end. Much that was there is gone, and much that is there now was not there before. In fact I should like the whole to be regarded as a new book, for it really is that. I have even ventured to change the title, the old title usually having been misinterpreted. It was not recognized that it came from Puck’s song, and that the completed line is “Following darkness like a dream.” On the contrary, it was associated with the Bible, thus acquiring a moral significance quite alien to the mere imaginative suggestion I had in mind.


F.R.      


February, 1937.
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Chapter 1





To return after an absence of nearly twenty years to a place beloved in childhood and boyhood is apt, I’m afraid, to prove a disillusioning experience. Instead of joyful recognition there is a feeling that something has gone wrong. We remember this, we remember that—but with a difference. And then suddenly we realize what the difference is; it is simply that the scale is altered. Walls are not quite so high, lawns quite so spacious, streams quite so broad or so deep as they once were. At least, that was my impression yesterday.


To-day I am less certain. It seems to be a matter of relation, and I think I must have begun to slip back a little. Moreover, I can guess very nearly the exact moment when this mysterious retrogression began. It was last night, just after midnight, for it was the clock striking twelve that awakened me out of a doze. I picked up my book, which had fallen to the floor, yawned once or twice, and decided to go to bed.


The night was warm and all the windows were wide open, though the curtains had been drawn. These windows I now proceeded to close and to fasten, but when I reached the last I stood for a few minutes looking out into the moonlit garden and listening to the sound of waves breaking on the shore. That was the beginning of it. How often, long ago, had I listened to that remote, timeless sound! As for the house—it had always been haunted, always alive, and always it had possessed a strange power to evoke the past. One more ghost had glided into its keeping; and it was the ghost of a boy—the boy whose second home this had been—that was now plucking me by the hand and drawing me back—very gently, yet perceptibly and persistently.


I lit a candle and climbed the stairs to my bedroom. But on the landing at the top of the short second flight I paused to look at the so-called Velasquez—the portrait of Philip— a copy, by Mazo, of the picture in the Louvre. I held up my candle, and its small wavering flame lent a curious air of life to the tall pale figure that had once fascinated me. Now I gazed at it more in a spirit of friendliness than anything else, and the staid sober dog, close by his master, seemed to watch me. So we remained, all three, till a sudden draught from a window left open at the end of the passage abruptly extinguished my light, leaving me with an odd impression that someone had stolen up behind me and blown it out.


These midnight fancies, combined with the hints and echoes which the hour itself had furnished, may have been responsible for the restless hours that followed. I did not lie awake; in fact I dropped asleep almost immediately: but my sleep was broken by a succession of vivid dreams, all of them harking back to the past. I had even a feeling that they were not new dreams. I mean, I had the feeling that I had dreamed them before, years ago, when as a boy I had slept in this very room. That is not likely; yet the result—I don’t know why—is a strong inclination to set down simply and faithfully what that boyhood was. Looking back from a considerable distance, I can see that it formed a distinct period in my life, possessing a beginning, a middle, and an end—in other words, that there is a story in it.
















Chapter 2





OF my earliest childhood I can form no consecutive picture; therefore I shall pass over it quickly. Certain incidents stand out, but the thread connecting them is wanting and it is impossible for me to be quite sure as to the order in which they occurred. Of the days before I could walk and talk I have no recollection whatever. Back further than anything else, I imagine, reach two impressions—one of being set to dance naked on a table, amid the laughter of women and the rhythmic clapping of their hands: the other, probably later in date, of what must have been a spring-cleaning, stamped on my mind by an inexplicable dread of those flaky collections of dust which gather under furniture that has not been moved for a long time. By then I had certainly learned to talk, for those flakes of dust I called ‘quacks.’ I have no idea where the name came from, nor why I should have disliked ‘quacks‚’ but they affected me with a physical disgust, and here, to my dismay, was a whole army of them. Some stupid person running after me with a broom pretended to sweep them over me, and I started bawling at the top of my voice. Then, for consolation, I was lifted up to bury my nose in a bowl of primroses and violets, and the damp cool freshness and sweetness of the flowers still remains with me as a part of the scene. That may have been before my mother had left us, when everything was gayer and brighter than it subsequently became. I am merely guessing; I cannot be sure.


Certainly it must have been several years later and under the rule of Lizzie, that I first became aware of an odd sensibility to clothes: my actual suits of clothes, I mean; not my undergarments. It seems strange now, but I can recall distinctly the thrill of excitement and pleasure it gave me to put on a new suit, and this peculiarity remained with me throughout my boyhood. It was quite spontaneous—a purely sensual feeling, difficult to understand, though I now realize that in some obscure way It was connected with the dawn of sex consciousness.


Another instinct which I brought with me from the unknown was an intense sympathy with animals. There was not a cat or dog or goat or donkey in the village with whom I did not strike up a friendship. I even carried this sympathy so far as to feed daily the stone lions who flanked the doorsteps at Derryaghy House. I don’t suppose I ever actually believed that their morning meal of stale bread gave much pleasure to these drowsing beasts, and I had with my own eyes seen sparrows and thrushes—who very soon came to look out for me—snatch it from them before my back was turned: still, I persevered, stroking their smooth cold backs, kissing their unresponsive muzzles— just as I lavished depths of affection on a stuffed black velvet elephant, who for years was my nightly bed-fellow.


Of my mother I have no memory, though I have a vague recollection of a period when my father’s influence was not yet predominant. But the period itself is like some tranquil sheet of water over which I bend in vain. No face, no picture, glimmers through it. There is really nothing—nobody prior to Lizzie—herself a rather shadowy figure. I dare say it was she, however, who for the amusement of her friends set me to dance naked on the table. Such levity of nature would at least account for her subsequent dismissal; but even Lizzie was gone at the time of my first pilgrimages to Derryaghy House. I was accompanied on those occasions by an elderly and taciturn female named Ellen, for whom I had no affection, and whose private sorrows prevented her from being a cheerful companion. Ellen, as she often told me, had seen better days, and I could quite believe it. Certainly she derived no solace from her present occupation. She did not take to me: I had a suspicion that she faintly disliked me: and when she left—I suppose in my seventh or eighth year—I was glad that she had no successor.


What seems to me really astonishing is that I cannot remember being taught to read; though I can remember quite well when I couldn’t read; for I have a clear recollection of lying on my stomach on the parlour floor, a book open in front of me, along whose printed and meaningless lines I drew my finger, turning page after page till the last was reached. It seems now a singularly dull pastime, but it was at least better than being read to by my father, who chose only stories with a moral in them—edifying histories of ‘ministering children’ whom I loathed. The last of these sanctimonious tales I listened to was called Cassy. I particularly disliked Cassy—not because the heroine was more pious than the other small heroes and heroines I was accustomed to—but because of a scene in which she entered an empty house at night and discovered a corpse there. This gruesome adventure had an effect on my mind that for several days made me extremely reluctant to go upstairs after dark by myself. But Jessica’s First Prayer, Vinegar Hill, The Golden Ladder, though not terrifying, were equally depressing. Every Sunday after dinner my father would take down some such volume from the shelf, open it, and put on his spectacles. Holding the book at a long distance from his eyes, he would read aloud in an unanimated voice, while I sat listening, in a mood of sullen antipathy; for on Sundays this was my only relaxation—I was not allowed to play the most innocent game, or even go for a walk. These lachrymose stories were full of the conversations of priggish children—of harrowing scenes in gin-palaces and squalid city dens. Some of them were written to inculcate temperance, some were written round the Ten Commandments, some to illustrate the petitions in the Lord’s Prayer. They contained not the faintest glimmer of life or imagination; from cover to cover they were ugly, dull, stupid—filled with sickness, poverty and calamity. On the afternoon when Cassy’s successor was produced I rebelled, and in a sudden passion snatched the book out of my father’s hands and flung it on the fire. I was whipped and sent to bed, but anything was better than Vinegar Hill, and next Sunday also I refused to listen. This time I was not beaten, only locked up in my bedroom; and really I had triumphed, for when the fateful day came round once more the book-case was not opened, and I had never again to listen to one of those dismal stories.


Fairy stories and animal stories were what I liked best. The Comical Doings of a Conger Eel I read over to myself till I knew t nearly by heart, and some of the old nursery rhymes had a mysterious fascination.






How many miles to Babylon?


    Three score and ten.


Can I get there by candlelight?—


    Yes, and back again.








And I did get there. Was it something in the word ‘candlelight’ that evoked a definite picture of an old fantastic city of towers and turrets, lit by waving candle-flames, and with the windows all ablaze in dark, tall houses?


Many of these rhymes had this property of picture-making:






Hey, diddle diddle,


The cat and the fiddle,


The cow jumped over the moon;


The little dog laughed


To see such sport,


When the dish ran away with the spoon.








Pure nonsense—yet the magic was there. Before and after the cow made her amazing leap the stuff was a mere jingle: it was the word ‘moon’ that brought up the picture; and I saw the white docile beast abruptly transformed, pricked by some sting of midsummer madness, with lowered head and long curling horns, pawing the ground restlessly, while a round glowing harvest moon hung like a Chinese lantern in the sky.


At this time I had only two or three books I cared for, but as I grew older I found more. Up at Derryaghy House was a whole library where I might rummage without any other interference than that which my father could exercise from a distance, and naturally this was slight. Sometimes when I brought home a book he did not approve of, he would send me back with it; but if I had begun it I always finished it. I made this a rule; though if I had not begun it I let my father have his way.


Everything connected with the East had deep attraction for me—or, shall I say, with what I imagined to be the East—a country of magicians and mysterious talismans, of crouching Sphinxes and enchanted gardens. I delighted in the more marvellous stories in The Arabian Nights, and I regretted infinitely that life was not really like this. To go for a walk and fall straightway on some wonderful adventure—that was what I wished would happen. I remember, too, poring over a big folio of Eastern monuments. Those mystical winged beasts with human heads, in their attitude of eternal waiting and listening touched some secret chord in my imagination—their strangeness seemed oddly and inexplicably familiar. I appeared to remember—but ever so dimly—having seen them before. Not in pictures, but under a hot, heavy, languid sun—long, long ago. The sensuousness and indolence of the Asiatic temper pleased me. The melodious sound of a voice singing through the cool twilight; the notes of a lute dying slowly into silence; another voice, low and clear, reading from the Koran—where had I heard all that? I saw great coloured bazaars, where grave merchants with long beards sat cross-legged and silent; where beautiful, naked, golden-haired slaves stood waiting for a purchaser; where you might buy silken flying carpets that would carry you over the whole world, or black ebony horses swifter than light.


Mrs. Carroll had given me one of the upstairs rooms at Derryaghy to be my own. I had a bedroom, too, but this playroom I was allowed to furnish myself from a store of ancient furniture, which, for I don’t know how long, had been gathering dust and cobwebs in an immense attic. Everything was more or less threadbare, faded, and worn, but I had plenty to choose from, and the actual rummaging was exciting. I found a quaint little piano, with only two or three octaves of notes, and most of those dumb except for a twangling of hidden wires. This I thought must have been Prudence Carroll’s spinet, because it looked exactly like the one beside which she was standing in her portrait: indeed, that was my chief reason for bringing it downstairs. For I liked Prudence Carroll; I liked her picture; and sometimes, at dusk, when I struck softly one of the cracked treble notes of the spinet, I would imagine her spirit stealing up on tip-toe behind me to listen.


There was a cushioned window-seat in this room, low and deep, and from it I could look out over the sea. In summer, with the window wide open, I could listen to it also. From the sea came, I think, an undercurrent of dreaming that ran through all the early part of my life. Though I played cricket and football and bathed with the other village boys, I had not really much in common with them. I liked them well enough, but when they were not there they disappeared completely from my thoughts. I joined in their games, but I had private amusements which they did not share, and about which I said nothing.


Unfortunately, there were night dreams as well as day dreams. The former, moreover, were anything but pleasant, having a monotonous similarity—a cat and mouse element—which nothing in my waking life seemed to account for. Nearly always they were dreams of escape—or rather of trying to escape, for I rarely, if ever, succeeded—dreams commencing in curiosity and ending in terror. And the worst of it was that sometimes I cried out and disturbed my father, who slept in the next room. Then I would feel very much ashamed, and even more resentful, because, though he never actually said so, I could see he held the view that uneasy slumbers implied an uneasy conscience.


*


My father—David Waring—was the village schoolmaster at Newcastle, County Down; and our house was next door to the school. My bedroom window looked out over the sea, about a hundred yards away; and behind the house, though at some distance, were the Mourne Mountains and the Derryaghy estate, which latter took in the lower slopes of Slieve Donard. Our house, when the Virginia creeper that covered it was red, looked pretty enough from the road, but its charm ended there. Within doors, the most that could be said for it was that it was clean and tidy—the few attempts at decoration being crude in the extreme. My father had a strong liking for illuminated texts, and specimens of these were hung up in every room, not excepting the w.c. They were his only extravagance, what furniture there was being cheap and gimcrack, while it was characteristic of him that he had never even bought himself a comfortable chair.


He was a tall man, thin and grizzled, of pale complexion and dressed always in a black coat and waistcoat, with striped grey trousers. He wore a beard and moustache, both somewhat ragged, and his brown eyes were intensely melancholy. His hands and feet were coarse and large, his movements clumsy. There was power in his face, I think, but it was not intellectual power, and in his speech and manner was a depressing lack of anything approaching geniality. I know I am not giving a sympathetic portrait; I know now that he may have been different before the tragic failure of his marriage had disillusioned and embittered him. I suspect that he had passionately loved my mother; but I suspect, too, that it was with a gloomy and jealous love, for he had a gloomy and jealous nature. He gave me the impression that he did everything from a sense of duty, and nothing because he took a pleasure in it. He cannot have been well-off, since he had no private means. Nevertheless, we lived in a way that seemed unnecessarily comfortless. And while he was not ungenerous if it were some cases of distress that had come to his knowledge, in ordinary life he was near. Also he was suspicious—and particularly, I thought, of me. We had nothing in common—not a single taste, inclination, or idea. I knew he was unhappy, and I hated unhappiness—at least, of that never-ending variety. When I was with him I rarely felt at ease, and this made me sulky and perpetually on my guard. I was not more with him than I could help, and as we lived by ourselves, with only an old woman who came in every day to look after the house and do the cooking, it must have been easy for him to see that I avoided his society. I was perfectly conscious that I had no affection for him. We were father and son, but we weren’t friends, we never could have been friends. For that matter he had no friends, no visitors, and I don’t think wanted any.


One night, when I was about fourteen, I woke up in the dark with the feeling that it was very late and that I was not alone in my room. Next moment I knew that my father was there, kneeling beside my bed. I lay absolutely quiet: I knew that he was praying, and praying for me. It was distressing, and in a sense rather awful, but I only wished that he would go away. Presently I heard him sigh, and then rise to his feet, but still I gave no sign. I heard him moving on tip-toe to the door; I heard the door being softly opened and closed—the faint click of the latch as it slipped back into its place. I lay on, staring into the darkness, wondering why he had come in. I didn’t like it. It made me feel uncomfortable. I supposed that it was because he cared for me—very much—but somehow this did not help matters. It was not the sort of love that begets love in return. It was all wrong—morbid, oppressive. Though he loved me, I knew he had very little confidence in me, and believed I had an infinite capacity for yielding to temptations. What temptations? By this time I knew that when my mother had left us she had gone to somebody else. I guessed at any rate that she was living now with somebody else, for she had sent a sum of money for my education, which my father had returned, though some scruple of conscience had made him think it right to tell me he had done so. But he had explained nothing, and I had asked no questions. As I lay awake that night I thought of it all, and I felt pretty sure that there was something of which he was afraid. It had to do with me, but it could hardly be that he was afraid that I might leave him and go to my mother. That would mean leaving Mrs. Carroll—the one person whom I loved.


Naturally I never alluded to my father’s midnight visit, and of course neither did he. We went on as before, but now more than ever I felt uneasy when we were alone together. I had known for a long while that his chief aim was to make me religious, and I could have told him that it was impossible. It was not so much that I disbelieved what I was taught of religion, as that these instructions aroused in me an implacable antagonism. I did not like the idea of an all-seeing God, for instance, who figured in several of the texts. Imperfectly grasped, this conception represented to my mind a kind of tyranny, a kind of espionage, which I strongly resented. Moreover, I detested Sundays, and everything connected with them. I went to church against my will, and when there, in revenge, with an incredible obstinacy I would shut my ears to all that went on—prayers, hymns, and sermons. This became my habitual attitude, and only once was I scared out of it, and then not for long. It was when I was about thirteen, and my father had insisted on taking me to hear some evangelist who was conducting a revival mission in connection with our church. During the first part of the service all went as usual: I was merely bored, and when the sermon was about to begin prepared myself to think of other things. But somehow the text, or texts, delivered in a cold impressive voice, arrested my attention:


‘For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and great earthquakes shall be in divers places, and famines and pestilences; and fearful sights and great signs shall there be from heaven … Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams: and I will show wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath; blood and fire, and vapour of smoke: the sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood … And then shall they see the Son of Man coming in a cloud, with power and great glory.’


In spite of myself, the vivid menacing suggestiveness of the words alarmed me, and I listened intently to what followed. It seemed clear that the end of the world was at hand. The signs were taken up one by one, and with growing dismay I learned that each had been fulfilled, that nothing remained now but the blowing of the last trumpet, which, according to the preacher—he seemed even to regard it as highly probable—might take place that night. I thought so too; for by the time he had reached this point my discomfiture had become abject fear, and I joined fervently in the concluding prayer. But why had I not been told before of this imminent danger? How could I reform my whole life and get into a state of grace all in a moment! Yet to do so was essential. When we got back from church, it was a very subdued boy who sat by his father’s side, a Bible open on the table in front of him. I read with a feverish eagerness, partly to prove my change of heart, and partly to defer as long as possible the hour of bed-time. There was a horrible plausibility about what I had heard. The concluding words kept on ringing in my ears: “I see no reason why it should not be this very night!’


And wasn’t it, indeed, just the kind of thing that would happen at night? I thought so, and was tormented by a dread of the hideous trumpet blast; by a bloody moon, and by the apparition of dead and shrouded bodies, rising out of the churchyard with glaring eyeballs and tied-up jaws—dreadful galvanized corpses hurrying to meet their Lord in the air. At length I could put off my bed-time no longer. My father had already reminded me of it twice. I could see that he was not convinced by the open Bible, and had become suspicious as to what passages I was so interested in. Well—I knew myself there were passages of that sort in the Bible—having, as a matter of fact, searched for them on more than one occasion in the past—but I wasn’t doing so now. Ten minutes later, on my knees in the small candle-lit bedroom, I was lying to my God of a tremendous love I had begun to feel for him; yet in spite of this I passed a wretched night. Next morning I continued my miserable hypocrisy, grovelling before this frightful Deity for whom I had developed so sudden and demonstrative an affection, while at the same time I innocently begged him not to come. Gradually, but not for several days, these terrors faded, receiving their death-blow when my father told me that all Jews must return to Jerusalem before the last day. Now there was a Jewish family living at Castlewellan that I thought I could keep my eye on; and as I had heard nothing of a projected removal I felt fairly safe.


One result was that I began to think things out for myself, and a few months later I felt nothing but contempt for that brief conversation. My father read aloud to me a crude anecdote, taken I think, from Mark Pattison’s Memoirs. A man in a public-house in Leicestershire had used the oath: ‘God strike me blind!’ and instantly he had been stricken blind by a flash of lightning. On becoming converted he had recovered his sight while taking the Sacrament. The truth of this edifying tale was, I believe, vouched for by a friend and disciple of Cardinal Newman, but to me it seemed both stupid and revolting. My father accepted it of course, but I didn’t, and that very afternoon, standing by the window in my own room, I said aloud and deliberately: ‘God strike me blind!’ I waited with a mingled trepidation and incredulity, as if I had thrown a bomb into the unknown. Would it explode? A sea-gull flew past the window, white against the dark autumn sky: the leaves of the Virginia creeper trembled and grew still. I said again, and in a louder, more defiant voice: ‘God strike me blind!’ But no flash of lightning followed. Down below, on the brown beach, the waves curled over with a slow musical splash. I looked into the sky, but it was calm and untroubled, and so, very soon, was my own mind. I decided that the story was a lie.


Most of my difficulties, however, were metaphysical rather than religious. The conception of eternity baffled me. I could in a vague way think of myself as living on for ever, but I could not with the same facility move my mind backward. It seemed possible, in fact, certain, that there could be no end, but I could not imagine that there had been no beginning. Quite unaware of it, I was grappling with Herbert Spencer’s ‘unknowables.’ ‘If there had been no beginning, how could we have got as far as this?’ I asked myself. ‘Where I am now—this particular moment in time—must be at a certain distance from all other moments, or it cannot be anywhere. If there was no beginning, then to-day cannot be any further on than yesterday. Either there was a beginning, or else time itself does not exist.’ My brain grew dizzy with vain efforts to grasp what was ungraspable. I would break a stick and say: ‘God can make it that I haven’t broken it … But can he? If I shut my eyes, and when I open them the stick is unbroken, that will only show he has mended it. Nothing can undo the past: there can be no omnipotent God.’ And so on, and so on. These insoluble problems were, nevertheless, just what fascinated me. The practical ethics of religion—that I should be good and encourage in myself a variety of Christian virtues—that kind of thing did not interest me at all. I possessed some of those virtues, I suppose, but I made no attempt to acquire any that were not mine by nature. I hated any kind of meanness or cruelty; I was straightforward, trusting, and in certain directions extremely affectionate; but I was selfish, egotistical, proud, sensual, impatient—flying into violent passions for very little—and above all, I had a stubbornness nothing could move.



















Chapter 3





IT is difficult, as I have said, on looking back over those days, to see things in any strictly chronological order. It is as if one’s memories floated in a kind of haze, appearing and disappearing, melting into one another. But there is a definite point from which my story becomes consecutive, and I can carry it back as far as that cold clear January morning, the morning of Mr. Carroll’s funeral, when I stood beside my father, at some distance from the grave, among a group of people, most of whom I did not know and was never to see again. I examined them all with a mild and impartial curiosity and was struck by the fact that none of them showed the slightest emotion, though all alike wore a grave and decorous air. For that matter I did not feel sad myself—merely grave and decorous, and conscious that I was wearing a new black suit. Mr. Carroll had always been perfectly amiable to me, but I had seen little of him, and when we had met he had looked at me vaguely and without interest. I had only known him as an invalid, occasionally hobbling about with the aid of two black, silver-mounted sticks, but for the most part keeping pretty closely to his own rooms. He had seemed to me to be very old, yet at his death I learned that actually he was younger than my father, his appearance of decrepitude being simply the result of a disorderly life combined with a naturally wretched constitution. I learned, at the same time, the history of Mrs. Carroll’s marriage: how before the first year was well out, she had ceased to see much of her husband, and a little later had ceased to see him at all. It was fifteen years afterwards, when he had become the futile worn-out creature I knew, that he had returned to her. As the coffin, bared of its covering of pale, sickly-smelling flowers, was lowered into the dark, gaping grave, and the damp earth rattled heavily on the lid with a hollow brutal sound, I recalled the strange white face, the watery blue eyes, the fixed smile, the soft polite manner; but I was not in the least grieved to know that I should never see Mr. Carroll again. And when, a week or so later, I was once more in and out of the house just as of old, I had practically ceased to think of him. Once or twice, passing the closed door of his room at dusk, the thought of meeting his ghost, of hearing the tap, tap of his stick coming towards me down the long passage, gave me a momentary thrill; but even these poor tributes to his memory faded swiftly, and soon passed into oblivion.
















Chapter 4





SCARLATINA broke out in the village in the spring of that year, a few weeks before my sixteenth birthday. There were not many cases, and all were mild, but there was talk of closing the school. My father, for some unknown reason, was against this, and in the end got his own way; so that about a month later he had the satisfaction of seeing me catch the infection just after everybody else had recovered. I can remember the day I took ill. I had not been feeling well the day before, but had said nothing about it, and on the morning in question went to school as usual. For all the work I did I might as well have stopped at home. I sat there with a book before me, my eyes heavy, my throat dry and painful, and the noise made by the smaller children—to whom Miss McWaters was repeating a stanza of poetry, line by line, while they screamed it after her in high shrill voices—went through and through my head.


I looked at Miss McWaters. She was an excellent teacher and a kind and friendly soul; but her appearance did not suggest this. Miss McWaters had the unfortunate, the tragic type of ugliness which repels. She was thin and angular; her gums had receded from her front teeth, leaving them long and pointed, like a rodent’s; her complexion was thick and pallid, her nose red, and her hair stuck out from her forehead in a fuzzy fringe. Long acquaintance with these physical peculiarities had at ordinary times inured me to them, but this morning it was as if I saw them in a new light. I watched her, fascinated, and while I watched, her face seemed to undergo the strangest kaleidoscopic changes. She became a sort of fantastic witch, who was exercising horrible spells upon those small children standing in a circle round her chair. Her mouth grew larger, her long white teeth seemed eager to bury themselves in their soft little throats. This impression at last became so unpleasantly actual that I had to shake myself and sit back in my seat to get rid of it. Then once more she was only Miss McWaters, to whom years ago I had repeated that same verse of poetry in that same sing-song tone.


I turned away, and gazed round the room. Instantly the white-washed walls, the torn ink-stained maps, the hacked and ink-splashed desks, began to revolve slowly round and found like a wheel. At the other end of the room I saw my father. He held a cane in his hand, with which he was pointing to differently shaped areas on a large blank map of England, while he asked a row of youngsters what counties they represented. It was the kind of lesson I myself had always detested, and I knew from my father’s angry: ‘Next—next—next’ that nobody in the class was giving satisfaction. But a moment later both he and they seemed to shrink and float back, while the room itself shot out like a telescope, and I appeared to be gazing at it from somewhere miles away.


Once more came the thin penetrating cry of Miss McWaters:






Our bugles sang truce, for the night-cloud had lowered‚


   And the sentinel stars set their watch in the sky.








And a dozen still shriller voices echoed:






Our bugles sang truce, for the night-cloud had lowered,


   And the sentinel stars set their watch in the sky.








The words had a meaning, but it was not their old meaning, and with the vividness of hallucination I saw a big star, with a red nose and a fringe and large white teeth, pointing out the time on a moon-like clock to a lot of little stars, who stood round in a ring and pulled watches out of their pockets and set them to the time told by the moon-clock. Then this vision, too, blinked out, and the schoolroom returned. But my head was throbbing, there was a dull aching at the back of my eyeballs, and I felt I must get into the open air while I could. I crossed the room as quietly as possible. I hoped nobody would notice me, and I don’t think anybody did till I reached the door. There, however, I stumbled, nearly pitching through it head first.


I had intended to go home, but now, instead, I began to walk in the opposite direction. I was ill, or going to be ill, and I turned instinctively to Derryaghy. Later, the inconsiderateness of this conduct was pointed out to me by my father: indeed, he found it characteristic. But at the time my mind was too muddled to think clearly.


The distance to Derryaghy was not more than half a mile, yet it seemed to me endless, and more than once I had to sit down by the roadside and rest. The hall-door was open when I reached the house, so I entered without attracting attention. I did not wish to answer questions, and went straight on upstairs with the intention of going to my own room. On the wall at the head of the staircase hangs the reputed Velasquez, and there is a low couch in front of it, placed there for the convenience of visitors. On this couch I abruptly collapsed, feeling that I could go no farther.


My head was swimming and I shut my eyes. When at last I opened them again the dizziness had passed; and the picture being straight in front of me, I could not help staring at it in a dull way. It showed—or shows at ordinary times—a young man standing bare-headed on a hillside, holding a gun in his hand, while an elderly dog is seated sedately beside him. The curiously long, oval face—with its high forehead and narrow pointed chin—has little beauty; and its pallor is accentuated by the faded red of the full and sensuous lips, completely revealed beneath a clipped moustache. The eyes are dark, the hair is light-brown. The hands are hidden by brown gauntlet gloves, and over the brown doublet falls a lace collar. The trousers might look black but for the darker hue of the long boots, and this darker note is carried through to the trees behind, which stand, sombre and heavy, against a yellow sky. The highest light is in the face, but there is no white anywhere; and, except for the faint red of the lips, no other colours than browns and blacks and yellows, and creamy flesh-tints.


The fascination this portrait had for me was strange, because I really did not like it. The face, I thought, was cold and arrogant, with something in its expression which I knew I should have detested in actual life. I gazed at it now, and never before had it stamped itself so vividly upon my mind. The whole picture seemed even to have altered slightly since I had seen it last—to have acquired depth, and a kind of soft, diffused atmosphere. And suddenly the dull gilt frame disappeared, and the wall behind it. One part of my brain knew this to be nonsense, and that I had been seeing queer things all morning; nevertheless for a minute or two I could not bring the real picture back again. The young man’s eyes had begun to move, and his mouth to open slowly in a yawn which the brown gloved hand was raised languidly to conceal. Simultaneously, coming from somewhere quite close by, I heard a little mocking laugh. These things were bewildering yet not startling, and through them I became conscious that Mrs. Carroll was ascending the stairs and that she was speaking to me. I answered her, but my voice sounded husky and strange, as if it had been another voice speaking through my lips. Again I heard the little mocking laugh. This time I thought it came from above the picture, and glancing up I saw, sure enough, a black imp, like a small naked negro boy, perched cross-legged on the top of the frame, from which he grinned down at me derisively, raising his fingers to his snub nose and spreading them out in a familiar grimace.


I tried to tell Mrs. Carroll why I was there: I tried to explain—but to speak at all had become difficult. There seemed to be long silences, and yet somehow I was still in the middle of my explanation. And then, most unaccountably, I found myself undressed and lying safely in bed, with no distinct knowledge as to how I had got there. But I was in my own room—my Derryaghy bedroom—and apparently I was alone.


I could hear a fire crackling in the grate, and it was either late evening or night. A lamp was burning on a table somewhere over near the fireplace. I listened to the fire, and presently it seemed to me that I could hear the lamp burning too. It burned with a soft, continuous sound, like the note of a flute, and it occurred to me that everything in the world was only sound—the bed I was lying on, the shadows flickering across the ceiling, the dancing firelight. All these things were merely notes of a tune. This was so obvious, indeed, that I could not understand why I had only now discovered it. I tried to make out what the tune was, but could not, and my failure worried me.


I turned round in my bed, for I had heard a slight noise at the door. Everything now had grown silent. I could not hear the lamp burning, nor the fire. This silence was surely unusual, unnatural; and it filled me with a vague disquietude. It grew deeper and deeper, till I could not hear, even when I strained my ears, the faintest murmur either without or within the house. The silence was like a liquid luminous atmosphere through which, I felt, mysterious things were floating nearer. It was like a sea: and with that, straightway, it deepened into colour. I saw a broad dark-blue sea moving in a strange rich light; and I saw sirens swimming in the warm, swelling waves, appearing and disappearing. They followed a high-pooped fantastic ship, just as I had often seen porpoises following a boat out in the bay. The ship moved slowly, and its broad sails were embroidered with green dragons that shone like fire, and at its bow was a green, jewelled serpent’s head. Then it passed out of sight, and once more there was nothing but the shadowy lamplit room.


I heard a faint noise as of someone moving in a chair. Another noise immediately followed, and I started, for this, I realized, was the warning sound one hears when something is about to happen. I watched the handle of the door turn, and the door itself open and close quickly yet stealthily. Three figures had entered. One was a tall figure in brown, with a gun in his gloved hand; and he was followed by a big brown dog, who at once leaped on to the bed and sat at the foot of it, watching me with sombre, burning eyes. The third figure was Miss McWaters. Her nose was longer and redder than I had ever seen it before, and it kept twitching from side to side in a peculiar fashion. Her big hungry teeth flashed in a grin, and her fringe writhed unpleasantly, as if each individual hair had its own separate life. For the third time I heard the strange little mocking laugh, but could not discover who had uttered it. Perhaps it was Miss McWaters. I knew, at any rate, that she was waiting for me to say something—a verse of poetry. Yes—I remembered:






Our bugles sang truce, for the night-cloud had lowered,


   And the sentinel stars set their watch in the sky.








Then a dense, heavy darkness swept up, blotting out everything.



















Chapter 5





I AWOKE in broad sunlight. The room was full of it, and the scents from the garden floated in through the open windows. For some time I lay there quietly, too languid to make a movement or to speak. Then the door softly opened, and I saw Mrs. Carroll come in and stand beside my bed. ‘Is he still asleep?’ she asked, for I had closed my eyes. But at this I opened them and looked up at her.


‘No,’ I answered, smiling.


She smiled too. ‘It’s time for you to take your medicine,’ she said, and the nurse came forward to give it to me. When I had swallowed it, I lay back again among the pillows.


*


The memory of my convalescence is a peculiar one. It coincided with certain physical changes that were taking place in me, and I fancy must have hastened them. At any rate, they had been only beginning when I fell ill, and now they were completed, and I felt myself to be somehow different. My voice had altered; my mind was coloured by vague and exciting dreams. Sometimes when I turned in bed or stretched myself, the contact of the fine linen sheets against my skin sent a strange, rapid thrill running down my spine. I took a lively and quite new interest in all this, and in my body: I seemed to have discovered a whole new range of sensibilities.


It appeared that I had been very ill indeed. It had not been a simple case of scarlatina; there had been complications—for a day and a night it had been touch-and-go whether or not I should pull through. Yet now I did not feel that I wanted to get well too quickly. The flowers, the fruit, the big bright cheerful room—so different from my room at home—the care that was taken of me, the books that were read to me, the pleasure of being here so securely, with everything just as I liked it and with Mrs. Carroll to look after me—all this was delightful—especially when accompanied by an ever-increasing sense of renewed life, of a kind of physical and emotional spring, the animal counterpart of nature’s season of growth and germination.  The one marring note was my father’s letter, which I read unsympathetically and then stuffed back into its envelope. It was perhaps a well-intentioned letter, but it was all—and there were pages of it—about my escape, about how near to death I had been, and how he hoped the mercy that had been shown to me would make me think more seriously. I didn’t want to think seriously; I wanted to bask in the sunshine of these pleasant days while they lasted. If I had died it would have been all over by this time; and since I hadn’t died why should I be different? It appeared to me—seeing that I had barely scraped through a severe illness—to be not a time for moping, but for rejoicing. My father talked of a miracle, but I had slender faith in miracles, and still less in the likelihood of one having been performed for my benefit. His entire letter struck me as annoying and tactless, and it was like him, I felt, to try to depress me when everybody else was trying to make me happy.


So my thoughts ran on, though naturally I did not express them to Mrs. Carroll, who was sitting beside my bed, playing patience. She told me my father could not come to see me for fear of carrying the infection, and I heard this with relief. I had secretly been dreading lest he might come, for I knew that if he did there would be prayers in which I should be expected to join, while if I refused to do so there would be repinings over my hardness of heart. I watched Mrs. Carroll as she sat there, her plump hands drawing out the cards, her eyes earnestly scanning the faces of those already turned up. I could not help smiling. Mrs. Carroll probably said her prayers, I reflected; but she said them in private, and anyhow they wouldn’t in the least resemble my father’s.


Mrs. Carroll was middle-aged and placid, of a ruddy complexion and inclined to be stout. She must always, even in her earliest youth, have been plain, but her face was filled with so much goodness and kindness that this did not matter. Nor was it the sort of goodness that can be acquired or simulated; it was something that was naturally a part of her, and reflected in all she did and said. Her eyes were small and grey, and she wore gold-rimmed spectacles. I never saw her dressed in anything but black, and with a light lace cap on her grey hair. She was extremely fond of me, and of course I knew it and took advantage of it. But I loved her sincerely, and indeed it would have been strange if I hadn’t. It appeared to me perfectly natural that she should be fond of me: it had always been so; it was a part of the order of things; and I couldn’t have imagined anything else. It never even occurred to me that I had no claim upon her except what she herself had established. It never occurred to me that I might in my relation to her have been just like any of the other boys in the village. I accepted the situation precisely as an animal would have done. Once you tell a dog you’re fond of him, he believes you, and that’s all there is about it; except that inevitably he tries to be a good dog so far as you’re concerned; and I tried to be a good dog. I looked upon Derryaghy as if it were a second, and much my best-loved home. Mrs. Carroll wasn’t exactly the same as a mother to me, and I wasn’t exactly the same as a son to her. Our relation had at once more freedom and was, I think, built on a securer foundation.


The patience failed, and she swept up the cards. ‘Would you like me to read to you?’ she asked, for I could not read to myself for very long at a time.


She opened Huckleberry Finn‚ and began from where I had left off. It was a book I loved, but I’m not sure that it was Mrs. Carroll’s kind of book; I don’t believe she even found it funny. She had naturally a slow way of speaking, and it amused me infinitely to here her gentle voice reproducing, or trying to reproduce, the talk of Huck, and Pap, and the King. She amused me quite a lot in all sorts of ways, but this only made me fonder of her; and I know she didn’t mind, though sometimes she would ask me what I was laughing at


*


That same day, after lunch, the nurse departed. I was getting on very well, and was to be allowed up towards the end of the week. In the afternoon Mrs. Carroll had to go out, and Miss Dick—a sort of unpaying guest, or companion—accompanied her, so that for an hour or two I was left alone. I continued Huck, but a couple of chapters brought me to the end. I began another book—Bevis—but I was tired of reading. Presently I closed it, and as I lay idle I was seized with a sudden desire to get up. I resisted it for a few minutes, and then, throwing back the bedclothes, slid into a sitting position, with my legs dangling over the edge. They had grown longer, I was sure, and when I stood up I found that they had also grown rather shaky. I steadied myself, by holding on to the bedpost, until I had acquired more confidence: then I put on a dressing-gown and walked as far as the door.


I turned the handle and looked out into the passage. It was as if I had been ill for months—everything seemed so strange and new. The long corridor, off which the rooms opened, was hung with family portraits, and these appeared, in the mellow sunlight of high, far windows, to be watching me amicably. I liked them; I liked everything about Derryaghy; and now I liked looking down the passage with its long row of closed doors, that in the afternoon stillness seemed so mysterious. I listened, but could hear nothing, for the servants’ quarters were far away. I had the whole place to myself, and I had a feeling that I was really the son of the house, that everything about it, its pictures and its ghosts, were mine. I went to a favourite picture and stood beneath it. It was the portrait of a lady with dark hair and dark-blue eyes, and it was partly this peculiar contrast—this contrast of blue eyes and black hair—that had originally pleased me. She was young, and she had a quaint old-fashioned name—Prudence Carroll. The artist had painted her as if she had just come in from the garden, for she still held a bunch of flowers in her hand as she stood by that queer little piano—or spinet—the spinet I now had in my own room. The spinet was open, and in a minute or two she would lay down her flowers and play some air on it, or the accompaniment of a ballad. Perhaps the painter only wanted the brightness of the nosegay for his colour-scheme, perhaps he intended to show that these really were the things she was fondest of—music and flowers. But Prudence Carroll had been dead a hundred years, the notes of her spinet were either cracked or dumb, and her tardy lover had arrived a century too late. She had died unmarried, and only a year after her portrait had been painted. Why had no one cared for her, I wondered? Perhaps some day, between twilight and dusk, she would slip into my room and sing ‘Rose Softly Blooming.’ A rustle of muslin, a ghostly scent of ghostly flowers, the twangling notes of the spinet, and a voice singing a song that would sound thin and far off, like the sound of the wind.


I stood there, indulging in these fancies, until something in the silence of closed doors and listening portraits became a little too suggestive, and I returned to the sunshine of my room. I went to the window and, leaning my forehead against the pane, looked out. Far away, I could see a stretch of sand streaked with streams and pools of water, for the tide was out: and beyond the sand, clear in the sunlight, was the sea, blue-green under a soft blue sky, and marked with indigo and purple where the bottom was formed of rocks and seaweed. At the water’s edge some boys were sailing boats; but from this distance I could not make out who they were. With trousers rolled up from bare brown legs, with blue jerseys and dark-blue caps, with eager voices which the wind carried to me, they brought me into touch again with life out of doors. I longed to be out there—there or on the sand-hills, where the sparse bleached grass was pale and iridescent in the sun … A gardener was mowing the lawn just below my window, and I listened to the sleepy sound of the mowing-machine, and smelled the cool green smell of the freshly cut grass. Then I got back into bed again and took up Bevis.


I read for half an hour perhaps, when my eyes once more grew tired. The sound of the mowing-machine had ceased, and a deep slumbrous quiet of late afternoon filled the air. I lay listening to the silence—half-asleep, half-awake—when all at once I heard a scraping sound under my window. Instantly it flashed across my mind that I was quite alone here in this part of the house, and that burglars were taking the opportunity to break in. When they saw me, perhaps they would murder me. The idea—as I half recognized myself—was nonsensical, and never would have occurred to me had I been in my normal health; yet hardly had it entered my head when I saw a ladder shoot up past the window and strike with a grating sound against the wall. My heart began to thump: I was really scared now. I heard steps on the ladder: somebody was mounting it. A moment later Jim’s face, brown and ruddy and grinning, popped in at the window, and I gasped with relief. Jim was a boy who worked in the garden, and was about the same age as myself, or a little older. He smiled broadly, and his bright brown eyes gazed at me with evident pleasure. ‘How are you, Master Peter?’ he grinned. ‘They’re nobody about, so I thought I’d look in.’


‘Oh, I’m all right,’ I answered. ‘But you mustn’t stay there, or you’ll be catching the infection.’


‘I wanted to see the skin peeling off you,’ Jim said innocently. ‘What like is it underneath?’


I felt disappointed. Jim’s apparent sympathy was after all mere curiosity—and of a rather morbid kind. ‘You can’t see it,’ I answered crossly. ‘And you’d better clear out before somebody sees you!’


Jim disappeared, but I called after him: ‘I say—Jim!’


The round, ruddy-brown face bobbed up again, all smiles and good-humour.


’Will you do something for me?’ I asked.


‘Ay,’ said Jim. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s only to play to me. I’m sick of lying here doing nothing.’


Jim’s smile slowly faded. ‘I darn’t, Master Peter,’ he faltered. ‘Sure you know I darn’t. Oul’ Thomas’d give me all sorts if he heered me. I be to red up the grass an’ rake the walks.’


‘Oh, all right,’ I told him grumpily, ‘It’s just like you.’


I took no more notice of Jim, and after lingering a moment or two he again vanished. There was a further scraping noise, and the ladder also disappeared. I lay on, in a kind of waking slumber, till Mrs. Carroll returned.


I must really have dropped asleep after this, for when I opened my eyes it was dusk and, to my surprise, I heard the notes of Jim’s flute under my window. A slow simple tune drifted up to me, with an occasional pause, which somehow added to its plaintiveness. I recognized the air—the ‘Lorelei.’ I had often heard Jim playing it before, but now, in the gathering twilight, it had a curious effect, as if the music and the fading light were in some way mingled. I knew that the unseen musician was Jim, yet none the less the mournful notes, coming slowly in a minor key, were the very spirit of the deepening darkness, and called up within me a world of imaginary sorrows, and a regret for I know not what. Tears gathered in my eyes and ran down my cheeks. Luckily nobody was there to see, for I was ashamed of them, though I realized that they were partly the result of my weakness. Still, it was ridiculous that I should cry over Jim’s playing. Jim really couldn’t play at all, I told myself—or, at any rate, very little. It was stupid—idiotic: and only the other day I had cried in this same senseless fashion over a book called Tim. I had gone on reading it, and while I was reading had wept my soul out in an ecstasy of love and misery.


When Jim’s performance came to an end I lay on in the darkness—my tears drying on my cheeks—and thought what a fool I was. Why should I have cried? What was the matter with me? It was not that I was unhappy: on the contrary, I was extremely happy. But somehow I felt dimly that there was a greater happiness than any I had yet experienced, or probably ever should experience. The meaning of my emotions and desires was not quite clear to me, though I seemed on the verge of discovery. There was something stirring within me to which I could not give freedom, something which remained unsatisfied even in the midst of my keenest pleasures. A kind of homesickness, perhaps, for dreamland; nothing more substantial than that. But I was pleased and touched that Jim should have come back to play to me. It was very nice of him, I thought, and showed how I had misjudged him …


*


On a bright morning early in June I was allowed out for the first time since my illness, and I insisted on going alone. I did not go far, because the woods were all round the house, and I merely wanted to be in them. The green paths stretched in front of me in the rich light and shadow of early summer. I don’t think I had ever before fully realized how beautiful this world is. I lay down on my back on the warm dry moss and listened to a skylark singing as he mounted up from the fields near the sea into the dark clear sky. It was the passionate music of life itself—joyous and free. It was a kind of leaping, exulting ecstasy—a bright rapture that was the very opposite of Jim’s melancholy tune. And then a strange experience befell me. It was as if everything that a moment before had been all around me and external were now suddenly within me. The whole world was within me. It was within me that the trees waved their green branches; it was within me that the skylark was singing; it was within me that the hot sun shone, and that the shade was cool. A cloud rose in the sky and passed in a light shower that pattered on the leaves, and I felt its freshness dropping into my spirit: and I felt in all my being the smell and life and strength of the earth, and the grass, and the plants


I could have sobbed for joy, but in the midst of it I heard the sound of footsteps, and looked behind me quickly, to see the figure of one of the two idiots who lived in a hovel outside the village, approaching. This was the man: there was a woman also—his sister. He was perfectly harmless; probably he had been up at the house begging; and he drew near now with smiles meant to be ingratiating. He held an empty pipe in his hand, and made guttural noises that I knew were asking for tobacco. I told him I had none, but he would not go away. He stood over me, a grin on his deformed face. The big misshapen head, the slobbering mouth, the stupid persistence—all filled me with a kind of cold rage. He had spoiled everything; I hated him and could have killed him for it. But he still stood there and jibbered with his ugly dripping mouth. It was only when I struck at him with a stick that he moved off, glancing back timidly at every step. And when he was gone, though I was ashamed, I felt chiefly disgust and aversion. All the beauty had gone out of the woods, and all the joy out of the skylark’s song. I got up and went home.
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