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			PART ONE: Initiation

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			On a late afternoon in December a train pulled up at a small country junction in the south-east of England. A single passenger—a soldier carrying full kit—waited on the platform. As soon as the train stopped he jumped into the nearest carriage, dragging his kitbag and pack in after him. Only when the train had begun to move did he notice that he had got into a first-class compartment, in which he was not entitled to travel. He noticed also, for the first time, that the carriage already contained another occupant: a boy of about thirteen with red hair, who was crouched in one of the corner seats farthest from the platform, his face wet with crying.

			The brackish wintry light from outside mingled confusingly with the dim radiation of an electric bulb which had just been switched on; and in this vague illumination the figure of his travelling-companion produced upon the soldier an odd impression of insubstantiality. The man busied himself for some moments with his kit, unfastening the tight webbing-equipment and stowing it on top of the pack and kitbag on the luggage-rack. Then, with a sigh of relief, he sat down in the corner seat opposite his fellow-traveller.

			Now that his eyes were becoming accustomed to the bewildering half-light, he could see clearly the smooth, pink-and-white flesh, smeared with tears, and the crown of rufous hair surmounting the paler orb of the face. The boy’s appearance was oddly disquieting; there was about it a suggestion of hopelessness, a sense of utter surrender to some unhappiness which was felt to be inevitable and beyond the power of anybody to assuage.

			‘What’s up, kid?’ the soldier said at last, leaning slightly forward. ‘In trouble?’

			‘N-no,’ the boy replied unsteadily.

			‘You’re O.K., then, are you?’ the man pursued dubiously. He spoke with a strong Northumbrian accent.

			‘Y-yes,’ the boy echoed, hardly audible above the noise of the train.

			‘I suppose you live down these parts, eh?’

			‘No, I live at—in Devonshire. At least, I used to.’

			‘Goin’ to school, then, perhaps?’ Even as he spoke, the soldier realized that the kid could hardly be going to school just now, a few days before Christmas. ‘Goin’ away on a visit, like?’ he suggested hopefully, wanting to say the right thing.

			‘No,’ the boy replied, rather more loudly. ‘I’m going to my uncle. I’m going to live with him.’

			‘Live with your uncle, eh?’ the soldier echoed.

			‘Y-yes. He lives at a place called Priorsholt, near Glamber.’

			‘Oh, ay. I’m goin’ to Glamber, too. Posted there. Cor, it’s been a hell of a journey—all the way from South Shields. Posted off leaf, I was.’

			‘Are you going to live at Glamber?’ the boy asked timidly. It was the first time he had spoken, except in answer to the other’s questioning.

			‘I’ll be stationed there.’ The soldier’s voice took on a slightly ‘official’ tinge—non-committal.

			‘My uncle lives in the country outside,’ the boy said, his voice gaining confidence.

			‘Well, you’ll like that, I daresay. It’ll be nice in summertime, anyway. Ain’t you got no pa and ma?’

			The boy’s face crumpled up, and he suddenly began to cry again.

			‘My m-mother d-died,’ he gulped miserably.

			The soldier, regretting his tactlessness, clicked his tongue apologetically.

			‘Sorry, kid—I didn’t know. Was it just recently, then?’

			‘A m-month ago,’ the boy muttered.

			‘And you’ve lost your pa, too, eh?’

			‘He died ages ago—I can hardly remember him.’

			‘Ah, that’s bad. Well, but you’ll like living with your uncle in the country—that’ll be all right, eh?’ He spoke with a bluff, rather empty geniality.

			‘I—I—suppose so,’ the boy murmured, doubtfully.

			The soldier lit a cigarette. In the flare of the match his face was suddenly revealed: rough and weather-worn, surmounted by a thatch of thick, dark hair, plastered down with grease. He was a big man of about thirty, heavily built, with the torso of a boxer.

			After a pause he leaned forward again—impelled partly by a feeling of pure compassion, partly by a more obscure motive: a compulsive desire, half-realized, to force the boy into a closer intimacy with himself.

			‘What do they call you, then?’ he inquired.

			The boy stared at him, puzzled.

			‘What’s your moniker—your name, I mean?’

			‘Duncan,’ came the reply, uttered mechanically. ‘Duncan Cameron.’

			‘One of the Jocks, eh? Mine’s Tylor—Jim Tylor. I’m a Geordie, myself.’ He fumbled in his pocket, and at last produced a rather squashed bar of chocolate. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘have a bite.’

			Duncan ate the chocolate in silence; the afternoon light was thickening, and the carriage was filled with the dim yellow glow of the electric bulb. Presently, feeling a need to visit the lavatory, he went out into the corridor. When he had relieved himself he stumbled back along the swaying carriage, searching for the khaki-clad figure of his companion. But instead of entering the compartment, he stood in the corridor, staring vaguely out of the window at the unfamiliar country. He felt curiously reluctant to return to his seat opposite that of the soldier. The man’s rough, unfamiliar speech disturbed him; and his whole presence had for Duncan (who had never, so far as he could remember, spoken to a soldier before) an alien, rather frightening quality. At the same time he found this new acquaintance curiously fascinating; and more than once, as he stood at the window, he found himself peering round half furtively to look again at the broad, muscular figure slumped heavily in the corner seat.

			For some time the landscape had been hilly, the line running between chalky uplands, sometimes bare, sometimes topped with a crown of dark trees, or covered entirely with hanging beech-woods. Now the train was running into flatter country: the hills had retreated to the horizon, and level fields lay on either side, criss-crossed with streams and dykes. Pollard willows stood in rows, like untidy, upturned mops; the waterways, reflecting the fading light, gleamed with a cold, steel-like brightness.

			Leaning out of the window, careless of the soot which lodged on his tear-wet cheeks, the boy inhaled the cold, salty air, smelling already of the sea. Coming from the softer, more feminine West Country, this eastern land seemed to him bleak, inimical, with a quality of masculine hardness. Yet, as the cold, bracing air lightened his sense of physical inertia, so the thought of living in this land, with his uncle whom he scarcely knew, stimulated him to a mood of arduous acceptance, a passionate desire to acclimatize himself to a new way of life. Glancing once again at the figure in the corner seat, it seemed to him that the soldier was a living symbol of that new existence, so exciting yet so frightening, towards which, every moment, the train was bringing him closer.

			Within the short space of a month the whole of his past life had become, for Duncan, curiously unreal. His mother had died suddenly during his first term at a public school; he had come home for the funeral to find his Uncle Gerald in charge of the proceedings, and had learnt that his mother had appointed her only brother (and only surviving relative) to be his guardian until he came of age.

			He had returned to school after the funeral, knowing that the house was to be sold, and that he would probably never see it again: in future he would spend the holidays with his uncle, who was a comparative stranger to him. The routine of school-life dulled his grief, or, more exactly, held it in suspension: the life was still so strange to him that all his energies were employed in the task of adaptation. Only now, coming back for the holidays, did his sorrow reassert itself; recurring intermittently, in sudden onsets of pain, like an aching tooth. It was perhaps as well that he was not returning to his old home: the prospect of a new life among strange and possibly unfriendly surroundings, desolate as it seemed, did at least spare him the painful impact of familiar things, which would have fed his unhappiness unbearably. Instead, his grief remained to some extent repressed, as it had done at school after his mother’s death: thrust to the margins of his consciousness by the imminence of a new life to which he would soon have to begin once again to adapt himself.

			When he thought of his uncle, with whom he was to make his home, he was filled with a vague sense of dread, mingled with a feeling of adventurous excitement. He had seen Uncle Gerald perhaps half a dozen times since he could remember; in memory he emerged as a somewhat overwhelming personality, enormous and rather clumsy, not unkind, but indefinably alarming. Gerald’s rare visits to his sister’s house had always been treated by her as a sort of joke, like the reception of some half-savage potentate at a western Court. Duncan retained a peculiarly physical memory of these unaccustomed masculine invasions; the heavy, silver-backed hairbrushes, the strops and boot-trees, the smell of tobacco, of polished leather, and of an expensive brand of brilliantine.

			This impact of masculinity had seemed more than normally outlandish in his mother’s household, which for a long time had been inviolably feminine, and where, till he went away to school, he had lived in almost total ignorance of the ordinary appurtenances of manhood. His father, a country solicitor of some standing, had died almost before he could remember; and his widow, left adequately provided for, had led a lonely, self-sufficient life, devoted to the care of her son, and content, for the rest, with such small amenities as the neighbourhood afforded.

			When he thought of his home, Duncan was apt often to think of it as a kind of remote, enchanted castle, like the Lady of Shalott’s, magnificently aloof from the life surrounding it: an illusion fostered commonly enough by English middle-class households, especially when the masculine element is absent. Duncan’s mother had surrounded herself with the atmosphere of a cosy, rather vitiated culture: pretty chintzes and cretonnes, second-rate water-colours, middle-brow novels, Spiritualism—the latter, in her widowhood, being little more than an act of piety towards her dead husband, who had been a zealous adherent of the cult.

			Rather ‘delicate’ and nervous, probably owing to an early attack of cerebro-spinal fever, Duncan had accepted, without question, his mother’s somewhat unenterprising scale of values. As a day-boy at a local preparatory school, his attachment to the ambience of home had been scarcely disturbed; and the sudden plunge into the life of a public school (to which he had been sent at the instigation of his uncle) was more than normally a shock to him: dislocating, in fact, so irremediably his attachment to home, that his mother’s death, occurring when it did, seemed almost irrelevant; so far had he travelled in six weeks from that mental climate in which her presence had seemed all-important.

			His ‘nervousness’ had made him an easy prey to a series of obsessions which had overtaken him between the ages of six and thirteen. His mother had been rather alarmed at the passionate intentness with which he had thrown himself into the hobby of the moment—botany, tame ferrets, ‘Frog’ aeroplanes, home-made fireworks—but no discouragement, however tactful, had the slightest effect upon him. The obsession would at length burn itself out, to be succeeded by another. At one time he had conceived a horror of anything resembling the shape of an acorn: the brass knobs on his bed were of this form, and for weeks he was unable to sleep, until at last the bed was replaced by another.

			At about the same time he had invented a race of fantastic creatures which he called ‘wild soldiers’—wild as opposed to the domesticated species. Small khaki figures, with the white scuts of rabbits, they inhabited a certain shrubbery of laurestinus in the garden, and for the period of his obsession he would haunt the shrubbery for hours at a time, armed with a large butterfly-net. Later, he had developed a naïve interest in Spiritualism, with his mother’s rather half-hearted encouragement, and his study of the subject had tended to accentuate the difficulty which he found in distinguishing between reality and phantasy.

			The plunge into school-life, followed by his mother’s death, had produced in him an emotional disorientation, a shifting of values, which made his grasp of reality even more precarious. Staring, now, from the train window, at the unfamiliar and vaguely hostile landscape, it seemed to him that the conscious, feeling part of himself had been actually wrenched from his body, and now hung suspended in mid-air, like the reflection of the electric bulb above his head, somewhere out in the bleak grey twilight. The country, too, seemed curiously unreal: probably by some trick of the gradient, or the course which the line was taking, the hills and woods seemed to advance and retreat, to melt into strange shapes, to disappear and reappear with a bewildering inconsistency.

			Turning away, at last, from the window, Duncan went back to the compartment and sat down opposite the soldier, who greeted him with a nod and a friendly grin.

			‘Old enough to smoke fags?’ he inquired, holding out a packet of cigarettes towards Duncan.

			Duncan, who had never smoked a cigarette in his life, took one almost without thinking. The soldier’s whole personality had about it a strange quality of compulsion: his unexpected offer seemed to Duncan a kind of order which could not be disobeyed. Once again he was acutely aware of the frightening imminence of his new life; the smoking of the cigarette seemed a ceremony of initiation, a solemn act performed at the behest of one empowered, by some sudden and mysterious decree, to enforce it.

			The cigarette was a Woodbine, and when the soldier lit it for him, Duncan began to cough. His head swam, and after the first puff or two, he felt slightly sick. He continued, however, to puff at it with determination, staring boldly across at his new friend. The pungent flavour of the cigarette seemed to him a concentrated essence of that fainter, more diffused odour which exhaled from the soldier himself—an alien, mysterious smell, partly tobacco, partly the warm body-reek of sweat and stale urine; to Duncan it seemed the very odour of heroism, an exhalation from the battlefield.

			‘Soon be there now,’ the soldier remarked, looking out of the window. Duncan followed his eyes: the hills seemed to be closing in again, and the tang of the sea became more noticeable. The train roared into a tunnel; when it emerged, the suburbs of the town were visible: red bungalows, a gasometer, a straggling road fringed with hoardings, petrol-stations, cafés. Leaning far out the boy could see, ahead, a smudged greyness of many houses, a church spire, a clear sea-washed sky patched with ravelled fragments of inky cloud. Then, as the line curved, the sea itself came into view: a steely-grey wall against the fading brightness. Beyond the town a headland jutted out into the channel, topped by the thin column of a lighthouse.

			The train slowed, running into the station, and Duncan felt a sudden spasm of fear: a sense, almost, of immediate danger. Craning out of the window, he looked for his uncle, who was to meet him: and at last caught sight of him, standing by the barrier in a belted mackintosh, hatless, a riding-crop grasped firmly in his right hand. Tall, massively built, he seemed to dominate the crowded station, producing in Duncan the sense of some inescapable fatality. He had not remembered that his uncle was quite so large: looming beneath the station-lights, he seemed a colossus, pregnant with a dark and minatory power.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Waiting on the darkening platform in the shrewd easterly wind, Gerald March slapped his riding-crop repeatedly, with angry violence, against his thighs; he was in an extremely bad temper. The wind was cold, the train late; a parcel which should have arrived by rail a week ago had not come, or had been lost in transit. But these were mere straws, piled for good measure upon the heavier load which oppressed him.

			He strode up and down, in a measured beat of a few yards, like a policeman: six feet four and almost disproportionately broad, he made a commanding and rather impressive figure—or so he liked to believe, and in fact most people who didn’t know him too well would have agreed with him. At forty-five, he had kept the beefy youthfulness of an ex-Rugger player; he was openly proud of the fact, and extremely sensitive about any reference to his age. At the same time, he was secretly, unhappily aware of being past his prime: his body had begun to protest at last against a too-long-protracted boyishness; the greying hair proclaimed the fact to the world, and in private before the mirror, the fold in the belly, the slackening pectoral muscle, told their tale.

			Passing the cloakroom he heard the porter (whom he had just scolded) inquiring about the parcel for ‘the Colonel’. The courtesy-title pleased him: he had retired from the Army with the rank of major two years before, when his father had died, and he had inherited what he commonly referred to as the ‘estate’. Like his colonel’s rank, the estate was little more than a courtesy-title: his inheritance, apart from a not very valuable share in his grandfather’s business and a few rather dubious investments, consisted of a small converted farm-house and a farm of two hundred acres, which his father had bought on his retirement and run as a hobby for a time; finally letting the land to a tenant, who had consistently mismanaged it for a number of years. But people still spoke of ‘the Colonel’s estate’, much to Gerald’s satisfaction. Accepted by what remained of the few county families in the district, but not especially popular with them, he was glad of such props to his social status. He had served with a good regiment, his family had been to the same public school for two or three generations, but the fact remained, his grandfather had been in the timber-trade; they were not ‘county’, and Gerald, whose brother-officers had mostly answered, if only approximately, to the coveted description, was extremely sensitive on the point.

			He had resigned his commission with the intention of settling down as a country gentleman, and perhaps running the farm as a side-line like his father before him. As things turned out, however, the best he could hope for was to be a gentleman-farmer. He realized soon enough that his father’s tenant had brought the farm near to ruin. Nothing, it appeared, but unlimited capital—or perhaps unlimited hard work—could save it. Lacking the capital, Gerald resigned himself to hard work. The tenant, lazy and a drunkard, was easily bought out; but the transaction was an expensive one, and after two years of unremitting labour, Gerald saw little prospect of realizing his ambition—which was to sell off the farm as soon as he could, and settle down on the proceeds to a life of modest (but gentlemanly) ease. He had even begun, lately, to regret leaving the Army, for with the likelihood of an imminent war the prospects of promotion were brighter than for many years.

			And now, to add to his misfortunes, his sister had died and appointed him her son’s guardian. Not that this was, financially, a disadvantage: Arabella had been fairly well-off, and her son’s future was provided for. A sum had been laid aside to cover his school-fees and other expenses; the residue, at present held in trust, he would inherit when he came of age. Should he pre-decease his uncle—an unlikely event, though the boy was supposed to be delicate—the estate would revert to Gerald. In addition, Arabella had been generous, and her brother had received a legacy of a thousand pounds.

			No, financially the situation was no worse: what irked him was the responsibility of making a home for the boy. Gerald, at forty-five, had a deep-rooted horror of being what he privately referred to as ‘caught’. A bachelor, he had for most of his life successfully avoided entanglements, emotional or otherwise. He had been ‘caught’ once by the farm; and now he was caught again, doubly caught. He couldn’t refuse the guardianship of Arabella’s boy, and he was bound to make some sort of home for him. Not that he had been particularly attached to his sister; but he had a strong sense of family duty, and there seemed no way out of it. He had disapproved of Arabella’s marriage in the first place; still more strongly had he disapproved of her upbringing of Duncan. The boy should have been sent to a proper prep. school, as a boarder, at the normal age; but Arabella would never hear of it. She had agreed, after much argument, to send him to a public school (though she cherished a weakness for some place called Bedales); but Gerald considered that the concession had come too late, and he had washed his hands of the affair. He could hardly foresee that Arabella would die when she did (though for that matter one might have expected something of the kind, with all that faith-healing nonsense); or that, dying, she would bequeath to himself the full weight of a responsibility which, even in a mitigated form, he had lately been careful to decline.

			Still, the deed was done: he was ‘caught’—properly caught. Anyway, Gerald reflected, we’ll have to try and make a man of him; as far as the boy himself was concerned, it might be the making of him. He’d had too much of Arabella’s silliness, no doubt. One might even manage to get him into Sandhurst.

			At last, the train pulled in, and Gerald searched the line of windows for the half-remembered face. Yes, there he was: carrot-haired, white-faced—not a bad-looking kid, but unhealthy. Looks like a girl, Gerald thought; and as he stepped forward to the carriage, he saw that the kid had obviously been crying. More soft-hearted than he liked to imagine, he felt a strong impulse of sympathy for the boy: after all, he had lost his mother. At the same time, mingled with his sympathy, he felt a peculiar disquiet, almost like a premonition of misfortune. Duncan’s face (the train had stopped now) looked oddly immaterial, ghost-like, in the uncertain light, filling Gerald with an obscure sense of complexity, a feeling that the situation was less simple than it seemed . . . Ridiculous, he thought, brushing the idea aside; I’m getting ‘nervy’. Must be all the war-talk you heard nowadays: the ‘war of nerves’ as they called it.

			As Duncan stepped on to the platform, Gerald greeted him with genial affection.

			‘Hullo, kiddo,’ he said. ‘Glad to see you. I’ve got the old bus outside. We’ll just collect your luggage, shall we?’ Grasping the boy’s arm, he hurried him along towards the luggage-van: Duncan, meanwhile, craning backwards over his shoulder to look for his soldier-friend, to whom he had forgotten to say good-bye; but the soldier, while Duncan was greeting his uncle, had moved off towards the barrier, and was already out of sight.

			Huddled beside his uncle in the front of the battered, mud-stained Morris, Duncan hardly replied to Gerald’s kindly meant questions and remarks. The sense of danger which had assailed him as the train pulled in, persisted: and as each new impression impinged on his senses, he felt more acutely than ever that he had arrived in an alien land. In his nostrils the smell of wet mackintosh and leather mingled with the alkaline tang of the sea, impressing him afresh with strangeness. The bourgeois seaside-town, sliding past in the thickening dusk, seemed unfriendly: solid, sham-Georgian houses behind laurels, with spiky gates. As they passed through the poorer quarter, a child ran across the street, and when Gerald slammed the brakes on, a woman screamed at them angrily, and a group of soldiers standing at the corner laughed and shouted obscenities.

			Meanwhile Gerald kept up a one-sided, rather gusty conversation: ‘Hope you’ll settle down all right—not what you’ve been used to, exactly, of course; but if you like the country, and country sort of things, you’ll be O.K . . . ’Fraid you’ll have to rather make your own amusements . . . Fact is, I’m hellish busy at the moment . . . Bitten off more than I can chew . . . Can’t afford to take on any more labour . . . Done any riding? You ought to take to it—we can fix you up with something . . . There, we’re out of that blasted town. You’ll be able to see the house in a sec, once we’re up this hill.’

			The car breasted a steep flank of down, treeless, sharp-edged against the western sky. Presently the road dipped again, revealing a more domesticated country of small valleys and wooded hills.

			‘Look—you can see the house now: those lights, below there.’

			Dimly, lights showed in the valley, beneath a humped mass of woodland. The house appeared in vague outline; at the side, a short distance from the house itself, stood a group of extraordinary shapes; to Duncan they seemed like the figures of enormous women in cowled head-dresses, overtopping the house: figures of a dream, gigantic and menacing.
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