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The primary impulse of the artist springs, I fancy, from discontent, and his art is a kind of crying for Elysium. In this single respect, perhaps, there is no difference between good and bad art. For in the most clumsy and bungled work (if it has been born of the desire for beauty) we should doubtless find, could we but pierce through the dead husk of it to the hidden conception, that same divine homesickness, that same longing for an Eden from which each one of us is exiled. Strangely different these paradisian visions. For me it may be the Islands of the Blest ‘not shaken by winds nor ever wet with rain … where the clear air spreads without a cloud’, for you the jewelled splendour of the New Jerusalem. Only in no case, I think, is it our own free creation. It is a country whose image was stamped upon our soul before we opened our eyes on earth, and all our life is little more than a trying to get back there, our art than a mapping of its mountains and streams.


I am speaking, of course, of a particular kind of art, for I know there are artists whose work bears witness to a complete acquiescence in the world and in life as it is. ‘Fuir! làbas fuir!’—it would be difficult to discover an echo of such a cry in any line written by Thackeray or Jane Austen. Take it, then, as a point of view suggested because it helps to explain my own writings, because the general impression remaining with me of the origin of these experiments and strivings is that they were for the most part prompted by just such a feeling of exile—exile from a world of which I did have a later glimpse from rare time to time. No matter how objective, how impersonal I tried to be, this subconscious lyrical emotion before long crept in, perhaps merely in a descriptive passage, in the dwelling upon this or that aspect or mood of nature, which had somehow opened a door into my secret world. Such an emotion runs all through the moon-story in The Bracknels, all through Grif’s story in The Spring Song, and through much of Peter’s in Following Darkness:1 more, it is what constitutes the very atmosphere of these tales, which are most real just where they may appear to be most fantastic. And that is my only reason for mentioning them here—that and because they are, or were at the time, a part of my life. There is a sense in which it would be true to say that Denis and Grif and Peter are mere pretexts for the author to live again through the years of his boyhood, to live those years, as it were, more consciously, if less happily, though in each instance, except perhaps in that of Peter, nothing could have been farther from his intention than an essay in self-portraiture. These dream-children, indeed, differ from one another as widely as members of a single family can do. And if I were to add to them other youngsters from other tales, down to the nameless young criminal of The Accomplice‚ even the family resemblance would, I think, die out. Yet all have one thing in common, all of them are, in a sense, seen by the story-teller moving under the skies of his own particular dream world, breathing its air, standing on the shore of its familiar sea. They have come from that world, they are its inhabitants, they are not invented; but, clothed and complete in every detail, they walked into his room, without invitation, without apology.


It is difficult, therefore, to understand why, when for once the historian sets out deliberately on a voyage of rediscovery, the way should suddenly reveal itself as beset with pitfalls, and even the prime actor in the tale should have taken fright and withdrawn himself into a hiding-place. It is as if we actually could get closer to truth through fiction than through fact. It is not only the natural fear of creating an impression of offensive egotism which proves hampering; there is the further drawback that, while the imaginary world we create when writing a story lies unveiled before us, Time, I find, has dropped veil beyond veil between me and the real world I am trying to evoke. I may promise to present it and the people who lived in it without a rag of disguise, but I know I cannot keep my promise.


When I was about six or seven I used to be taken out each morning by my nurse, Emma, to the Botanic Gardens, at that time not yet transformed into a public park. There was a large conservatory there, and the wing of the building where the palms and cactus grew had a glass door bordered with red and yellow panes. On chilly October days I was very fond of flattening my nose against one of these coloured windows, and peering out into an exotic world. What I saw then, in spite of the familiar shape and position of each tree and shrub, was not the Botanic Gardens at all, but a tropical landscape, luxuriant and gorgeous. The damp warmth of the greenhouse atmosphere, the moist earthy smell of the ferns and creepers and mosses growing there, helped to deepen the illusion that I was far away in the virgin forest. Tigers and panthers burned in those shrubberies, and scarlet, green, and blue parrots screamed soundlessly in the trees. Soundlessly as yet; and as yet the tigers skulked almost unseen; but in a very few minutes I knew I should pass really into their country. These minutes, unfortunately, I was never granted; I had not been brought out to spend my morning in an overheated conservatory which gave Emma a headache; and though I did not yield without demur, in the twinkling of an eye I would find myself back again in grey October and the unromantic Gardens, where perambulators rolled leisurely, and everything was dull and domestic.


Looking back through Time is very much the same as looking through that greenhouse door. The shapes of things remain unaltered, but there is a soft colour floating about them that did not exist in the clear white light of morning. Only, again, I am not sure—am not sure, I mean, that this clear white light ever did exist for me. I cannot help thinking that I was in those days very much what I am now. My life, from as far back as I can remember, was never lived wholly in the open. I mean that it had its private side, that there were things I saw, felt, heard, and kept to myself. There were thoughts I kept to myself, too; and above all dreams. Not deliberately, I dare say, but because I had not yet words in which to put them. If you stand quite still in an ancient house, you will hear, even in broad daylight, strange sounds and murmurings. And so it was with me. I came, on my mother’s side, of a very old, perhaps too old a stock, one that had reached its prime four hundred years ago, and there were whisperings and promptings which when I was quite alone reached me out of the past. Very early I perceived that one’s mind was swarming with ghosts; very early I became convinced that one had thoughts that were not one’s own thoughts, that one remembered things one had never been told (certainly not by Emma); and these thoughts and memories one could not speak of—not here, not now—though one could speak of them in the dream place. Only, there I did not need to speak of them: there, somehow, they were no longer thoughts, but things that happened—beautifully, wonderfully—so that I could have cried on awaking.






1 Rewritten as Peter Waring.
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There are certain things I cannot remember learning, though I can remember very well when I did not know them. I cannot remember learning to read, for instance, but I can remember learning to count, because of the astonishing behaviour of Thirteen. Thirteen refused to pass my lips, so that I was obliged to skip from twelve to fourteen, while knowing all the time there was a nameless lurker skulking somewhere in the darkness. I would make an angry grab at him, but always he eluded me, and ‘Fourteen, fourteen’ would be offered to the critical Emma as my nearest approach to the desired sequence. Yet I go back, I suppose, even further than this in recalling a period when my own people were strangers to me (my father, mother, and elder brothers and sisters), when I was uneasy in their presence, as in the presence of the unknown, when everything indeed, so far as I was concerned, began and ended with Emma.


It must have been several years later, it must have been after his death and after the disappearance of Emma from my life, when I learned such few facts as I did learn about my father. These facts I may as well put down here. His name was Robert. The first Forrest Reid was born in 1751, and had a family of seventeen children. He was the grandson of a John Reid who had been exiled with other Presbyterians to the Bass Rock during the religious persecutions of the reign of Charles II, and from the Rock had been shipped to Jamaica. It was the son of John Reid who in 1745 married Margaret, eldest daughter of James Forrest, thus bringing the name as a Christian name into our family. Middle-class, Presbyterian folk all of them, living round and about Lurgan and Derry, though my father himself had left Ireland when he was a young man. But I made no enquiries into these matters, and I give now only what I picked up casually as a child. I know that when, in 1859, a few years after the death of his first wife, my father married again, he was a shipowner in Liverpool, his partner being Captain Washington Pirrie, after whom one of my brothers was called; and I know that some time later an attempt to run the blockade during the American War ended disastrously. I have heard from my mother an account of the night when the bad news arrived. It had been a gamble; all had been staked, and all was lost. But to me it was quite unimportant; it had happened years before I was born, nor did I realize that my own surroundings would have been very different on that day had the dice fallen luckily. The result, at any rate, was that my father’s house and furniture and collection of pictures were sold, and that he himself was obliged to return to Ireland and begin all over again in Belfast, this time in a subordinate position, as manager of Anderson’s Felt Works. On his arrival in Ireland he took the house that was formerly the Club House of the Royal Ulster Yacht Club at Bangor, county Down; from there he removed to Windsor Avenue, Belfast, and finally to 20 Mount Charles, where I was born, some five or six years before his death.


I confess I have but the vaguest memory of my father, though in five years, even if they happen to be one’s first, there is surely time to receive a definite impression. But I received none. Probably my rather tardy arrival (considerably after twelve predecessors, only six of whom had survived) found him a little blasé where children were concerned, and if, in the evening, after dinner, I was occasionally brought down for a few minutes, that represents the full extent of our acquaintance. There lies before me as I write a small photograph showing him standing at a davenport, a French newspaper, the title of which I cannot make out, in his hands. He is dressed in a long dark coat and light-grey trousers. He has a wide collar of the kind to be seen in portraits of Mr. Gladstone, and his tie is tied in a broad bow. His hair is thick and wavy; he wears spectacles, and is clean shaven except for short side whiskers of the kind called ‘mutton-chop’. He looks mild and old-fashioned, and at the back of the faded carte-de-visite there is sprawled in my own handwriting—oddly recognizable still—the word ‘Farther’. Nevertheless, the picture, with its inscription, suggests nothing to me now beyond the fact that I must have ‘collected’ photographs at some early date. I cannot even fit it into my shadowy impression of those occasional appearances at dessert, when he would offer me half-crowns, and even half-sovereigns, largely, I imagine, for the amusement of watching Emma’s fruitless attempts to make me accept them. I knew nothing of the purchasing power of money, but I knew that its appearance was extremely disagreeable to me, as was the appearance of shining buttons, seals, rings, etc. I would as soon have lifted a cockroach in my hand as have touched one of those glistening coins.
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Emma had nursed us all, but none of the others had been so exclusively her property as I was. This arrangement suited me admirably, for I had conceived for her an affection which neither my mother nor anybody else in later life was to oust. Emma came first, and she remained first. In those days I don’t suppose I thought about her at all: she was simply there, an essential part of my existence, like the air I breathed or the sun that warmed me. She was even mentioned after everybody else in my ‘prayers’—that old parrot song she had taught me, and which, from her knee, I nightly offered up to a deity more drowsy than myself. Certainly her care for me was far beyond any that deities are wont to practise. It had a beautiful quality of mingled tenderness and wisdom, so that I cannot remember the slightest cloud darkening the happiness of those earliest years.


A brother and a sister shared to some extent the day nursery with me, but they were my seniors by several years, and hardly counted in my scheme of things. Of far more immediate interest was the personality of a sagacious old tabby, who would stroll into the nursery and lie on the floor in the sun, and was good-natured enough to purr when I used her as a pillow. I was aware that she timed these visits, and that if she did not find me alone (by which I mean alone with Emma) she would not stay. Not that she was, so far as I recall, a particularly affectionate animal. Cats are never sentimental; they treat you exactly as you treat them; and it was simply that she had marked me down, with unerring instinct, as ‘safe’—a person who could be trusted to amuse the kittens while one dozed and dreamed.


Nearly all animals possess this instinct, this gift of divining an innate sympathy or its opposite. I have heard a benevolent old dog growl at the approach of some toddler of three, and have known he had a reason for doing so which bore no resemblance to that suggested either by his astonished master or the indignant parents of the child. Such a sympathy, indeed, can never be acquired; it has nothing to do with a habit of treating animals fairly, which can be acquired; it is a thing implanted at birth, a temperamental bias. It was just this bias, I dare say (to take a very ancient instance), which gave its peculiar form to the teaching of Empedocles, and lay behind all that philosopher’s hatred of blood sacrifice and of the eating of flesh. In my own case it was broad enough to include even the battered stone lions in University Square, creatures I fed daily in my morning walks. Later on, my mother discouraged this sympathy, believing it exaggerated. She would not allow me to keep a dog, and even a cat was only tolerated because cats were preferable to mice. She herself had no liking for animals. They were all right in their proper place, and of course one must not ill-treat them, but their proper place, I gathered, was at a considerable distance from our house. Emma, though for all I know to the contrary she too may have been indifferent to animals, as usual understood; and so each morning we sallied out with our little parcel of provisions.


And thus I seem to see, as if at the end of an immense vista, these two figures moving sedately through the sunshine, the smaller with his hands clasped behind his back, a habit he clung to even when running. He is dressed each day in a fresh blue or brown or white or even pink sailor suit, and on his head a wide-brimmed straw hat is held firmly by an elastic band that passes under his chin. Beside this figure walks (though never holding his hand) the figure of Emma, clad in a long dark green double-breasted coat, and carrying in one black-gloved hand a parcel of bread, and in the other an umbrella. Their destination is the Botanic Gardens via University Square and the stone lions, and when they reach the Gardens they keep severely to themselves. Emma never talks to the other nurses, the little boy never talks to the other little boys. They may stop for a minute or two if they should chance to meet lovely Mrs. Gerrard or some other of mamma’s friends, and the beauty of Mrs. Gerrard alone among these friends, the sweetness of her smile, and the soft southern music of her voice, awaken deep down in the little boy a curious thrill. She, too, somehow belongs to his happy world—that most bizarre garden of Epicurus, which includes the Wesleyan Emma, and three such frank pagans as Mrs. Gerrard, tabby, and himself. I don’t know that I am very successfully concealing the fact that I have a weakness for this little boy. He is shy, and at times, it may be, a little odd in his behaviour, but I cannot help thinking him a not unpleasant person. It is indeed a pity this chronicle should have to take note shortly of a rapid deterioration which set in during the years after Emma had gone home to England—years through which the words ‘that odious child!’ seem to me now to sound like a perpetual refrain. The words reach me, it is true, always in the voice of my eldest sister, but even comparative strangers recognized their aptness—recognized, at all events, to whom they referred.
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That Emma precisely resembled the Emma I now see when thinking of her is more than doubtful. I was a boy of six when she left us, and a child’s vision of grown-up people is true perhaps at any time only for other children. As I recall her, she is ageless: she is neither stout nor thin, neither tall nor short, her eyes are grey, her complexion fair. Her hair, just a shade too dark to be called flaxen, must, I think, have been worn drawn up over a pad, because one of these discarded pads became my nightly bedfellow till it was superseded by a stuffed brown velvet elephant, a beast whom I loved less than Dobbin, a battered old wooden horse, but who was more comfortable to hug against one’s stomach.


Emma was English; her full name was Emma Holmes; and her native town was Bootle—a town I privately decided to be unattractive. For in my mind’s eye I had a picture of Bootle, drab and populous, a place of endless streets in which every other house was a shop. Bootle!—its very name described it. And the nieces lived at Bootle—Emma’s nieces—of whom she occasionally spoke. I had formed a picture of the nieces also, unflattering, unwarrantable. But the eldest was engaged to a young man in a shop, and that in itself, to my snobbish little soul, was sufficient. I saw the nieces as all fluffy fair hair and giggles, and even the assurance that I came before them in Emma’s affections failed to soften my heart. For the nieces, I determined, Bootle was just the place. They lived there—largely upon shrimps—and these mysterious Crustacea created indeed a kind of bond between them and Emma. Secretly, while affecting indifference and a vague superiority, I was much worried by the thought of shrimps. I could form no conception even of what the delicious things looked like. Apparently they were peculiar to Bootle, where other dainties also abounded—pig’s feet, and tripe—none of which I had so much as seen, let alone tasted. On Emma’s birthdays little white netted doilies would arrive (from the nieces), and these I learned were intended for shrimp-pots. But as the shrimps themselves never accompanied the doilies my ignorance remained unenlightened. The doilies were merely wrapped up again in their tissue paper and put away in that large bottom drawer of Emma’s wardrobe whither all presents eventually passed. A gift, to her, was a sacred thing, to be laid by in lavender—or, perhaps more accurately, camphor—out of the reach of moth and dust. All my own silly little gifts, however obviously intended for daily use, found their way after a week or so to the bottom drawer. Sometimes, indeed, she had to take them out again, because I wanted to see them. Then she would place them on the four-poster that stood beside my smaller bed, while I hopped round and round admiring the spectacle of my own generosity. But I never asked for a second look at the doilies.


Emma was deeply religious, and she is the only deeply religious person I have met with whom I have been able to feel quite happy and at my ease. Doubtless her creed was narrow, and probably it was gloomy; but she herself was so emphatically not narrow and not gloomy that it mattered very little what she supposed herself to believe. I dare say it was part of her creed that it was sinful for little boys to play games on Sundays; nevertheless, every Sunday I played perfectly happily on the floor at her feet, while she nodded in her rocking-chair over the big Bible that had a picture of John Wesley on the front page. Doubtless it was part of her creed that little boys should be taken to chapel; but after a single experiment, during which I expressed my permanent ‘reaction’ to Christianity by howling like a small bull with rage and boredom, chapel was abandoned. It was the only naughtiness I can remember having been guilty of during her rule, and the whole thing took me so completely unawares that I still think there was an excuse for it. Chapel I had pictured as an entertaining place, since Emma was so fond of it, therefore my surprise and indignation when the reality was revealed to me may be imagined. I felt that I had been deceived; and by Emma of all people. Why should I have been brought among these dismal, noisy persons? Why should I be kept perched on a high uncomfortable wooden bench in an ugly crowded building when, after five minutes of it, I had expressed an urgent desire to go home? Emma, indeed, brought me home shortly afterwards, but not before I had raised my voice in weeping, and kicked the pew in front of me, and thrown a hymn-book on the floor. She did not scold me when we got outside, she simply explained that I should like chapel when I grew older, a prophecy which, in the event, failed to prove true.


After her departure, which took place not many months later, Sunday became to me a veritable nightmare, casting its baleful shadow even over the last hours of Saturday. I hated Sunday, I hated church, I hated Sunday School, I hated Bible stories, I hated everybody mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments, except perhaps the impenitent thief, Eve’s snake, and a few similar characters. And I never disguised these feelings. From dawn till sunset the day of rest was for me a day of storm and battle, renewed each week, and carried on for years with a pertinacity that now seems hardly credible, till at length the opposition was exhausted and I was allowed to go my own way. With Emma there could never have been such scenes. Her infinite tolerance and understanding would have made them impossible. Her deep desire was that one should be good, but her still deeper desire was that one should be happy; and she would never have believed it good to go to church with a heart of fury, a face like a thunder-cloud, and a fixed determination to do, out of revenge, whatsoever was not pleasing in the sight of the Lord.


Yet nothing could be farther from the truth than that she simply allowed me to take my own way. I myself, indeed, unless my way had been her way, should have got little pleasure from it. Her rule was supreme, but it was an influence,  not a rigid law; it was something of which at the time one was not conscious; and though an old white satin ball-slipper was kept (a little incongruously) for purposes of chastisement, it was merely a symbol, it had never been used, and was indeed the subject of some of our earliest jokes. The whole secret is that Emma was wise, and the rule of the wise is never oppressive, never violent or retributive or lachrymose. It establishes a sense of companionship and security, a comforting feeling—comforting particularly to an imaginative child—that there is someone who will always understand, and therefore always be just. And justice is the quality a child values above everything. Not all the capricious affection in the world will make up to him for its absence. When it fails, he is wounded, so that the wound leaves a scar. But the sickly, the neurotic, the unhappy, the narrowly religious—how can they be just? Association with such persons has a malign effect upon a child, and the more sensitive and intelligent he is the worse that effect will be. Emma, it is true, was a Christian, but somehow her Christianity never interfered with my sense of freedom. Doubtless it was there as a background, a kind of atmosphere, but an atmosphere so soft and sunny that the tenderest young pagan plants might have grown up and expanded happily within it. Thus it came about that my only experience of chapel left no cloud in the sky. On the afternoon of that same Sunday I built my towered cities (I had inherited baskets-full of bricks) on the nursery floor in perfect contentment, while she sat with her back to the window, in the big rocking-chair that later became my own, reading Good Words or The Quiver (we took in these magazines together with the more secular Argosy and Chambers’s Journal), or possibly her Wesley Bible, in which she had marked off beautifully in her pointed delicate handwriting the texts of all the sermons she had heard, with the dates, and the names of the preachers. (That Bible, too, she left behind for me.)


My cities were Greece, Athens, and the Peloponnesian States, and they were peopled by a military crowd, for there had come down to me from older brothers many armies of leaden soldiers. But where the names of my cities came from I have not a notion. I only know that these cities were perpetually at war, and that the war was carried on by throwing a solid square of india rubber, myself being marksman, and each city having its shot in turn. The nursery was a large bare oil-clothed room with a bow window, and my cities were built against three of its walls. How gloriously those towers and battlements and gates came crashing down! And the struggle was carried on to a bloody finish, till only one man would be left standing, a lonely conqueror amid all the rack and ruin.


It was a good sport; I could enjoy it very well at this moment, for my tastes have not greatly changed. It would have been better had I had a companion or two, but unless Charlie, who alone of my brothers was still a schoolboy, cared to join in, there was nobody. And Charlie did not often join in. I was too small, I suppose; he had his own friends; and at any rate our temperaments were singularly incompatible.


At this time I had not yet learned to read, and though I had a few picture-books I seldom looked at them. The largest, indeed, I never opened at all. It was Lear’s Book of Nonsense, and the grotesque drawings, so far from amusing me, aroused a feeling of repulsion and uneasiness. I could not have told you why I found them repellent. The words ‘deformed’, ‘abnormal’, were not in my vocabulary. I should probably have called the pictures ugly, but in doing so should not in the least have expressed what I meant. A tale of Hoffmann’s (which must have been read to me several years later) produced a precisely similar effect. Lear’s drawings, Hoffmann’s story, seemed to me not imaginative, but to belong to a very real and horrible world whose fringes I had once or twice touched in dreams.


Sometimes Emma told me stories of her own, and sometimes she read to me, and sometimes she told me poetry—old, old rhymes, such as the following. I have got some of the words wrong, I know, but as this is how they then went in my mind I shall not change them. 






Indeed, indeed, in double deed,


I sowed a garden full of seed,







And when the seed began to grow


’Twas like a garden full of snow,







And when the snow began to melt


’Twas like a ship without a belt,







And when the ship began to sail


’Twas like a bird without a tail,







And when the bird began to fly


’Twas like a needle in the sky,







And when the sky began to roar


’Twas like a lion at the door,







And when the door began to crack


’Twas like a stick upon my back,







And when my back began to smart


’Twas like a penknife in my heart,







But when my heart began to bleed


’Twas time for me to die indeed.








This poem possessed for me a peculiar fascination, though I knew no more what it meant than I now know what Blake’s Crystal Cabinet means. I liked it simply because it called up a series of tragic pictures. I saw the bare wintry garden, with a few blackened stalks and branches rising above a waste of snow. Below the garden a stormy sea broke on a desolate beach, and far out on that grey sea a bare black hulk, a mere shell, rose and dipped sullenly against the lowering sky. As for the gigantic ‘needle’ which stretched right across the heavens, the word, now that I come to write it down, must I feel sure be wrong. Emma must have said ‘eagle’, unless the mistake goes still farther back, to the days of her own childhood. Be that as it may, the lines shaped for me a dream story—one of those stories whose lack of logic, whose cracks and crevices, the imagination covers like a luxuriant creeper. ‘How many miles to Babylon?’—that was another, more visionary poem. And the first stanza of this:






I saw three ships come sailing by,


    Come sailing by, come sailing by;


I saw three ships come sailing by


    On Christmas day in the morning.








Later there was a delightful, long poem, learned by my sister Fanny at Mrs. Byers’s school, as an ‘action song’, which went to so swinging a tune that one could not help adding one’s own shrill pipe to the chorus.






A fox jumped up in a hungry plight


And begged the moon to give him light,


For he’d many miles to trot that night


Before he reached his den, O!


        Den, O! Den, O!


For he’d many miles to trot that night


Before he reached his den, O!







* * *







He took the grey goose by the neck


And slung her up across his back,


The black duck cried out ‘Quack! quack! quack!’


But the fox is off to his den, O!


        Den, O! Den, O!


The black duck cried out ‘Quack! quack! quack!’


But the fox is off to his den, O!







Old mother Slipper Slapper jumped out of bed,


And out of the window popped her head,


‘O John! John! John! the grey goose is gone,


And the fox is off to his den, O!


        Den, O! Den, O!


O John! John! John! the grey goose is gone,


And the fox is off to his den, O!’








But I have forgotten most of the verses, and even those leading up to the tremendous finale shouted with all the power of one’s lungs: ‘And the little ones picked the bones, O!’ 


No fairy stories came my way, so I suppose Emma did not care for them. Nor were there, now that I think of it, ever any ogres or giants or talking beasts or witches in her own tales, which she produced with the ease and copiousness of an Anthony Trollope. These were, in fact, realistic in tone, dealing with the everyday adventures and misadventures of small boys, whose divagations from the path of virtue met with no severer punishments than they would have in actual life. And the settings of these stories were so detailed, down to the very patterns on the carpets and wallpapers, that I more than half believed them true. The heroes I envied principally for the reason that they were possessed of real suits of clothes, with proper jackets and knickerbockers, not silly sailor things whose trousers were shaped like baggy bathing-drawers and had no pockets. Persistently I enquired about their clothes, with the consequence that, though their wardrobes were already crowded to bursting point, they were constantly paying further visits to their tailors. I liked these stories; they amused me vastly. It was one of their charms that I myself could ever give a fresh turn to the plot by a timely question, and another that they could be carried on indefinitely. They brightened our walks on the dullest days; new characters were for ever appearing in them, whose very names would make me die of laughing. Nevertheless, it was not till, all unknown to me, the days of our companionship were already numbered, that my kind of story, the kind of story I seemed somehow to remember, to recognize, to have once lived in, was suddenly revealed. All the other tales had belonged to a world outside me; here was one belonging to my very own world, my private world, of which I had never breathed a syllable to a living soul. Emma had begun to take in a little magazine (I think it appeared weekly) called Early Days, and the serial story in it she read aloud to me. I fancy, now, Early Days must have been taken especially for me. It was a journal intended for Sunday reading, a sort of juvenile Quiver, and my story very likely was an allegory composed with the definite purpose of awakening pious longings in the breasts of its young readers. That distant, mysterious island, whose mountain peaks, when the setting sun caught them, could just be made out, far across the sea, by the children gathered on the shore—was it not heaven? That blue, sleepy sea, breaking monotonously on a coral beach—was it not life? Those children, setting sail one by one in search of El Dorado—were they not little pilgrims, little nephews of Christian and Christiana? I think so. But in that case, with one reader (or listener) I can vouch for it the author missed his mark. His story was for me, thirteen years before I saw them, simply Watteau’s Embarquement pour Cythère, and Giorgione’s Venetian Pastoral—an augury of my own nocturnal voyages, which had not yet, so far as I knew, properly begun. The scene was there before me, strangely familiar, as if I were retracing my own footmarks in the sand. Not that it was described in the actual tale. It was only that I saw—saw while Emma read—the dark summer sea widening out and out till it melted into a golden haze that hid yet suggested an enchanted land beyond. The light turned to bright burnished gold where it caught the top of a remote mountain, but here, close at hand, in the rich deep drowsy afternoon, was a smooth green lawn dropping down gently to a white sandy bay where dark waves toppled over in foam and music. Here was a bright delicate company, young, beautiful, gay, yet ‘sad with the whole of pleasure’. Here were the brown faces, the pouting lips and naked unspoiled bodies, the slim Pan pipes, the shadowed grass.






Now the hand trails upon the viol string


That sobs, and the brown faces cease to sing….








‘My world! My world!’ I could have shouted; and though Emma might have answered, ‘Not there, not there, my child,’ I should have known better. There—there—or nowhere. It was the only heaven I wanted, or ever was to want. Fleeting glimpses I have had of it, and lost them: and from the flame of that vision I have awakened desolate and sick with longing. For the life I came back to seemed pale and feeble as a candle in the blazing sun; and the knowledge that the other was there—there in all its splendour and beauty and completeness—if  only I could reach it, turned all ordinary ambitions and interests to a kind of languor.






The sunset is not yet, the dawn is gone;


  Yet in our eyes the light hath paled and passed;


But twilight shall be lovely as the dawn,


  And night shall bring forgetfulness at last.








It is not true: twilight can never be lovely as the dawn: its beauty is an opiate beauty that is half sleep and half resignation, and wholly melancholy. It may bring peace, but what is peace compared with joy? Even the memory of a single rapturous hour is better than years passed in untroubled shadow. The endless night with its forgetfulness has closed upon Emma. She never finished that story to me. She left before it had quite run its course, and though she sent me the completed magazine, all vivid and splendid in a gilt and scarlet binding, I never finished it myself. I did not know she was going. I knew nothing when I fell asleep that night. It had all been kept a foolish secret from me, though not, I am sure, at her desire. Was she to have left me, then, without saying good-bye? I do not know even that. But if such were the plan, her resolution must at the last have failed her. I was wakened up. I remember kneeling on the bed in my nightshirt, bewildered, blinking, my arms round her neck. She was dressed, she had her hat on, she was all ready to go, the cab was waiting in the street, her luggage had been carried downstairs. I could not understand. She had gone away before—gone for a week or a fortnight to the nieces in Bootle—but it had been quite different from this: there had been no waking at night, there had been the assurance that she was coming back. This time she was not to come back. She did not deceive me with a false promise. Somebody called from down below. My arms were clinging round her: and then I was alone….


*


I do not remember whether my mother came to me or not. If she did, I did not want her. I remember nothing after that parting. A cloud, utterly impenetrable, has descended upon the hours and days and weeks and months and even years that followed: when it lifts I am a quite different person, the transition from childhood to boyhood has been completed—somehow, somewhere, in the darkness—but of the process and all that accompanied it I can recall absolutely nothing. 
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