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			Walks at Night

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A Spring Afternoon

			I smelt blossom everywhere as I walked through the town that afternoon. The sky was bright, cloudless and pale, and the wind cut coldly down the narrow Cambridge streets. Round Fenner’s the trees flared out in bloom, and the scent was sweet, heady, and charged with one’s desires.

			I had been walking all the afternoon weighed down by a trouble. It was a trouble I was used to, there was no help for it, it could only be endured. It gnawed acutely that day, and so I had tried to comfort myself, walking alone; but I should have said nothing, if Roy Calvert had not asked me direct.

			I had turned towards the college, and was still engrossed in my thoughts; it was not until he called out that I saw him moving towards me with his light, quick, graceful stride. He was over middle height, slightly built but strong; and each physical action was so full of ease and grace that he had only to enter a room for eyes to follow him.

			‘You look extremely statesman-like, Lewis,’ he said, mimicking an acquaintance’s favourite word of praise. His eyes were glinting a clear transparent hazel yellow, and his whole expression was mischievous and gay. It was often otherwise. In repose, his face became sad and grave, and in a moment the brilliant high spirits could be swept away and he would look years older, more handsome, more finely shaped. And once or twice already I had seen his face, not sad, but stricken and haunted by a wild melancholy, inexplicably stricken it seemed for so young a man.

			Now he was cheerful, gay, and mocking. ‘Do you need to address your colleagues? Do you need to make something clear to unperceptive persons?’

			I said no, and at the sound of my voice he glanced at me sharply. He walked at my side under the trees by the edge of Parker’s Piece. When he next spoke, his tone had changed.

			‘Lewis, why are you unhappy?’

			‘There’s nothing the matter.’

			‘Why are you unhappy?’

			‘It’s nothing.’

			‘Not true,’ he said. ‘I can’t get you to smile.’

			Then I did smile. To put him off, I asked about a predicament of his own which I had heard about, week by week, for some time past. Roy shook his head and smiled. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You mustn’t escape by talking about me. It’s very like you. It’s the way you protect yourself, old boy. You mustn’t. You need to talk.’

			I was twenty-nine, and Roy five years younger. I was fond of him in a casual, protective fashion, and I expected to be told of his adventures and have him seek me out when he was despondent. I knew a good deal of his life, and he very little of mine. This was the habit I had formed, not only with him but with most people that I cared for. It had become second nature to listen to confidences and not to offer them. And so I was not used to Roy’s insistence, clear, intimate, direct. With another I should have passed it off for ever, but about his affection there was something at the same time disarming and piercing. It seemed quite free from self. To my own surprise, I found myself beginning to talk.

			We walked along the back streets to Maid’s Causeway, over Midsummer Common to the river, came back to Christ’s Piece and then, still intent, retraced our steps. It was bitterly cold in the shade, but we walked slowly: the dense snow-white masses of the chestnuts gleamed in the sunshine: there was a first hint of lilac in the wind. Once, after I had fallen silent and Roy had said ‘just so’ and was waiting for me to start again, I heard a series of college clocks clanging out the hour, very faintly, for the wind took the sound away.

			The story I told Roy need not be set down until I describe my own life; it would not add anything to this account of him. All I need say here is that I told him about my marriage. No one else knew what I told him, though one or two must have guessed something near the truth. I had been desperately in love with Sheila when I was a very young man; when at twenty-six I married her, I still loved her, and I married her knowing that she did not love me and that her temperament was unstable. This was three years before. I went into it thinking I might have to look after her: it had turned out worse than I feared.

			‘Just so,’ said Roy. ‘You can’t leave her now, can you? You couldn’t if you tried. You need to go on looking after her. You need to go on looking after her always.’

			‘Yes,’ I said.

			He put his arm round my shoulders.

			‘You know, old boy,’ he said, ‘you’re not the one I pity. Should you be? I’m extremely sorry, things must be made as easy for you as they can. But you’re interested in life, you’ve got tremendous spirits, you can bear anything. No, it’s she whom I pity desperately. I don’t see what she has to hope for.’

			He was utterly right. I knew it too well. Again we walked under the fragrant trees. ‘You mustn’t lose too much,’ said Roy. I had forgotten by now how young he was, and he was talking as though we had each been through the same darkness.

			‘As you’ve just said,’ I replied, ‘there’s nothing to be done. One has to go on, that’s all.’

			‘Just so,’ said Roy. ‘Life’s very unfair. Why should this happen to you?’

			Yet I felt he liked me more because it had happened.

			I told him one other thing, which helped explain why I had taken a job in Cambridge at all. As he knew, I had been born poor. Through a mixture of good luck and good management, I had done well in the Bar examinations and in my period as a pupil. By the time I married, I was making a fair living at the Bar. But I was overstrained, my inner life racked me more after marriage than before, I wanted to rest a little. Some of my influential friends made inquiries, and soon Francis Getliffe told me there might be an opening in his college for an academic lawyer. At last, after a long delay, the offer was officially made: I accepted it, and was elected late in 1933, a few months before this talk with Roy. The college did not object to my keeping on a consultant’s job with an industrial firm, and I spent some days each week in London, where my wife was still living in our Chelsea house. I usually stayed in Cambridge from Thursday to Monday, and slept in my college rooms on those nights, as though I had been a bachelor fellow.

			It was since I came to live so much in college that Roy began to call on me. I had met him once when he was a boy (his father was a very wealthy man in the provincial town where I was born), and occasionally in his undergraduate days. I knew he was a member of the college when Getliffe first approached me and I had heard several conflicting rumours about him – that he was drinking himself to death, spending all his nights with women, becoming an accomplished oriental scholar. But it was a coincidence that his rooms should be on the next staircase to mine, and that we should be waited on by the same servant. The first week-end I spent in college he ran up to see me, and since then it was very strange if I did not hear his light step on my stairs once or twice a day.

			I had come to the end of what I could tell him: we stood under the trees in the bright sunshine; Roy said ‘just so’ again to lead me farther, but the clear light reedy voice died away without reply from me, for I had finished. He smiled because he felt I was less careworn, and took me to his rooms for tea.

			They were a curious set of rooms, in a turret over the kitchen, right in the middle of the college. From a window on the staircase one could look out over the first court to the front gate, and his sitting-room window gave on to the palladian building in the second court and the high trees in the garden beyond. It was for strictly nepotic reasons that Roy was allowed to live there. He had ceased to be an undergraduate nearly three years before; he would normally have gone out of college then. He was a rich man, and it would have been easy for him to live in comfort anywhere in the town. But he was a favourite pupil of the Master’s and of Arthur Brown’s, the tutor who arranged about rooms: and they decided that it would be good for his researches if he stayed where he was.

			The sitting-room itself struck oddly and brightly on the eye. There were all kinds of desks in a glazed and shining white – an upright one, at which he could work standing and read a manuscript against an opalescent screen, several for sitting at, one with three arms like a Greek pi, one curved like a horseshoe, and one very low which he could use by lying on cushions on the floor. For the rumours about him had a knack of containing a scrap of truth, and the one which to many of his acquaintances sounded the most fantastic was less extraordinary than the fact. He had already put a mass of original scholarship behind him; most days he worked in this room for seven or eight hours without a break, and he had struck a field where each day’s work meant a discovery both new and certain.

			The whole room was full of gadgets for his work, most of which he had designed. There were holders for his manuscripts, lights to inspect them by, a small X-ray apparatus which he had learned to work, card indexes which stood up and could be used with one hand. Everything glistened in its dazzling white, except for some Van Goghs on the walls, a rich russet carpet all over the floor, and a sofa and armchair by the fire.

			A kitchen porter brought us a big tray wrapped in green baize; underneath stood a robust silver teapot, a plate of toast, a dish of mulberry jam, a bowl of thick cream.

			Roy patted the shining silver.

			‘You deserve some tea,’ he said. ‘Reward for interesting conversation.’

			He gave a smile, intimate and kind. He knew now that he had helped bring me somewhere near a normal state. He was sure enough to laugh at me. As I spread jam and cream on a piece of toast and tasted the tart mulberry flavour through cream, butter, burned bread, I saw he had a mocking glint in his eyes.

			‘Well?’ I said.

			‘I was only thinking.’

			‘What of?’

			‘Women.’

			‘Well?’ I said again.

			‘Each to his métier,’ said Roy. ‘You’d better leave them to me in future. You take them too seriously.’

			In fact, he attracted much love. He had been sought after by women since he was a boy: and he enjoyed making love, and threw it lightly away.

			Five o’clock struck, and Roy sprang from his chair. ‘Not much time,’ he said. ‘We must be off. I need you. I need to buy some books.’

			‘What is it?’ I asked, but he smiled demurely and secretively.

			‘You’ll know quite soon,’ he said.

			He led the way to the nearest bookshop. ‘Quick,’ he said as I followed through the press of people on the narrow pavement. ‘We need to get through them all in half an hour.’

			He was playing a trick, but there was nothing to worry about. He was cheerful, settled, enjoying himself. When we arrived at the shop, he stared round with an expression serious, eager, keenly anxious. Then he moved over to the shelf of theological works, and said with intensity:

			‘There are still some here. We’re not too late.’ He had taken hold of three copies of a thin volume. The dust cover carried a small cross and the words: The Middle Period of Richard Heppenstall by Ralph Udal. ‘Who in God’s name was Richard Heppenstall?’ I asked.

			‘Seventeenth-century clergyman,’ Roy whispered. ‘Somewhat old-brandy, but very good.’ Then in a loud clear voice he greeted the manager of the shop, who was coming to attend to him.

			‘I see I’ve just got here in time. How many have you sold?’

			‘None as far as I know, Mr Calvert. It’s only come in today –’

			‘That’s extremely odd,’ said Roy.

			‘Is it a good book, Mr Calvert?’

			‘It’s a very remarkable book,’ said Roy. ‘You must read it yourself. Promise me you will, and tell me what you think of it. But you need to buy some more. We shall have to take these three. I’m extremely sorry, but you’ll have to wait before you read it. I want one myself urgently tonight. I need to send one at once to Mr Despard-Smith. And of course Lord Boscastle needs one too. You’d better put that one down to Mr Lewis Eliot –’He walked the manager away from me, whispering confidentially, the manager responding by wise and knowing nods. I never learned for certain what he said; but for the rest of my time in Cambridge, the manager, and. the whole of the staff of his shop, treated me with uneasy deference, as though, instead of being an ordinary law don, I might turn out to be a peer incognito.

			I was half-ruffled, half-amused, when Roy rushed me away to another shop.

			‘I’m buying these books,’ he said before I could protest. ‘Just lend me your name. I’ll settle tonight. Talking of names, Lord B is staying at the Lodge tomorrow’ (for Lord Boscastle was a real person, and his sister, Lady Muriel, was the Master’s wife).

			Breathlessly we hurried from bookshop to bookshop, buying every copy of Udal’s book before half past five. Roy sent them as presents, had them put down to my account, asked me to inquire for them myself.

			As we left the last shop, Roy grinned.

			‘Well, that was quite a rush,’ he said.

			He insisted on paying three pounds for the books that had been put down to me – and, to tell the truth, I did not feel like stopping him.

			‘I suppose I’m right in thinking that Udal is a friend of yours?’ I said.

			Roy smiled.

			On our way back to the college, he asked:

			‘Tell me, Lewis, are you extremely tired?’

			‘Not specially.’

			‘Nor am I. We need some nets. Let’s have some.’

			We changed, and he drove me down to Fenner’s in the cold April evening. The freshman’s match was being played, and we watched the last overs of the day; then Roy bought a new ball in the pavilion, we went over to the nets, and I began to bowl to him. Precisely how good he was I found it difficult to be sure. He had a style, as in most things of extreme elegance and ease; he seemed to need no practice at all, and the day after a journey abroad or a wild and sleepless night would play the first over with an eye as sure as if he had been batting all the summer. When he first came up, people had thought he might get into the university team, but he used to make beautiful twenties and thirties against first-class bowling, and then carelessly give his wicket away.

			He was fond of the game, and batted on this cold evening with a sleek lazy physical content. Given the new ball, I was just good enough a bowler to make him play. My best ball, which went away a little off the seam, he met with a back stroke from the top of his height, strong, watchful, leisurely, and controlled. When I over-pitched them on the off, he drove with statuesque grace and measured power. He hit the ball very hard – but, when one watched him at the wicket, his strength was not so surprising as if one had only seen him upright and slender in a fashionable suit.

			I bowled to him for half an hour, but my only success was to get one ball through and rap him on the pads.

			‘Promising,’ said Roy.

			Then we had a few minutes during which I batted and he bowled, but at that point the evening lost its decorum, for Roy suddenly ceased to be either graceful or competent when he ran up to bowl.

			The ground was empty now, the light was going, chimes from the Catholic church rang out clearly in the quiet. We stopped to listen; it was the hour, it was seven o’clock. We walked across the ground and under the trees in the road outside. The night was turning colder still, and our breath formed clouds in the twilight air. But we were hot with exercise, and Roy did not put on his sweater, but knotted the sleeves under his chin. A few white petals fell on his shoulders on our way towards the car. His eyes were lit up as though he were smiling at my expense, and his face was at rest.

			‘At any rate, old boy,’ he said,’ you should be able to sleep tonight.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Inspection at Dinner

			The next morning, as I was going out of the college, I met the Master in the court.

			‘I was wanting to catch you, Eliot,’ he said. ‘I tried to get you by telephone last night, but had no luck.’

			He was a man of sixty, but his figure was well preserved, the skin of his cheeks fresh, rosy, and unlined. He was continuously and excessively busy, yet his manner stayed brisk and cheerful; he complained sometimes of the books he had left unwritten or had still to write, but he was happier in committees, meetings, selection boards than in any other place. He was a profoundly humble man, and had no faith in anything original of his own. But he felt complete confidence in the middle of any society or piece of business; he went briskly about, cheerful and unaffected, indulging in familiar intimate whispers; he had never quite conquered his tongue, and if he was inspired by an amusing sarcasm he often was impelled to share it. He asked me to the Lodge for dinner the following night, in order to meet the Boscastles. ‘My wife’s note will follow, naturally, but I was anxious not to miss you.’ It was clear that I was being invited to fill a gap, and the Master, whose manners were warm as well as good, wanted to make up for it.

			‘We’ve already asked young Calvert,’ he went on, and dropped into his intimate whisper: ‘Between ourselves, my brother-in-law never has considered this was the state of life his sister was born to. I fancy she wants to present him with someone who might pass muster. It’s a very singular coincidence that we should possess a remarkably talented scholar who also cuts his hair. It’s much more than we could reasonably expect.’

			I chuckled.

			‘Yes,’ said the Master, ‘our young friend is distinctly presentable. Which is another strong reason for electing him, Eliot. The standard of our colleagues needs raising in that respect.’

			I was left in no doubt that Roy had been invited to the original party, and that I was a reserve, The Master could not explain or apologize more, for, indiscreetly as he talked about fellows of the college, he was completely loyal to his wife. Yet it could not have escaped him that she was a formidable and grandiose snob. She was much else besides, she was a woman of character and power, but she was unquestionably a snob. I wondered if it surprised the Master as much as it did me, when I first noticed it. For he, the son of a Scottish lawyer, had not married Lady Muriel until he was middle-aged; he must have come strange to the Boscastles, and with some preconceptions about the aristocracy. In my turn, they were the first high and genuine aristocrats I had met; they were Bevills and the family had been solidly noble since the sixteenth century (which is a long time for a genuine descent); I had expected them to be less interested in social niceties than the middle classes were. I had not found it so. Nothing could be farther from the truth. They did it on a grander scale, that was all.

			On the night of the dinner party, I was the first guest to arrive, and the Master, Lady Muriel, and their daughter Joan were alone in the great drawing-room when I was announced.

			‘Good evening, Mr Eliot,’ said Lady Muriel. ‘It is very good of you to come to see us at such short notice.’

			I was slightly amused: that sounded like rubbing it in.

			I was not allowed to chat; she had discovered that I had an interest in world affairs, and every time I set foot in the Lodge she began by cross-questioning me about the ‘latest trends’. She was a stiffly built heavy woman, her body seeming cylindrical in a black evening dress; she looked up at me with bold full tawny eyes, and did not let her gaze falter. Yet I had felt, from the first time I met her and she looked at me so, that there was something baffled about her, a hidden yearning to be liked – as though she were a little girl, aggressive and heavy among children smaller than herself, unable to understand why they did not love her.

			Seeing her in her own family, one felt most of all that yearning and the strain it caused. In the long drawing-room that night, I looked across at her husband and her daughter. The Master was standing beside one of the lofty fire screens, his hand on a Queen Anne chair, trim and erect in his tails like a much younger man. He and Lady Muriel exchanged some words: there was loyalty between them, but no ease. And Joan, the eldest of the Royces’ children, a girl of eighteen, stood beside him, silent and constrained. Her face at the moment seemed intelligent, strong, and sulky. When she answered a direct question from her mother, the friction sounded in each syllable. Lady Muriel sturdily asked another question in a more insistent voice.

			The butler called out ‘Mr Calvert’, and Roy came quickly up the long room, past the small tables, towards the group of us standing by the fire. Lady Muriel’s face lightened, and she cried out: ‘Good evening, Roy. I almost thought you were going to be late.’

			‘I’m never late, Lady Muriel,’ said Roy. ‘You should know that, shouldn’t you? I am never late, unless it’s somewhere I don’t want to go. Then I usually appear on the wrong day.’

			‘You’re quite absurd,’ said Lady Muriel, who did not use a hostess’s opening topic with Roy. ‘I wonder why I allow you in the house.’

			‘Because you know I like to come,’ said Roy. He knew it pleased her – but each word was clear, natural, without pretence.

			‘You’ve learned to flatter too young,’ she said with a happy crow of laughter.

			‘You’re suspicious of every nice thing you hear, Lady Muriel. Particularly when it’s true,’ said Roy. ‘Now aren’t you?’

			‘I refuse to argue with you.’ She laughed happily. Roy turned to Joan, and began teasing her about what she should do at the university next year: but he did not disarm her as easily as her mother.

			Just then the Boscastles entered from one of the inner doors. They were an incongruous pair, but they had great presence and none of us could help watching them. Lord Boscastle was both massive and fat; there was muscular reserve underneath his ample, portly walk, and he was still light on his feet. His face did not match his comfortable body: a great beak of a nose stood out above a jutting jaw, with a stiff grey moustache between them. By his side, by the side of Lady Muriel and Joan, who were both strong women, his wife looked so delicate and frail that it seemed she ought to be carried. She was fragile, thin with an invalid’s thinness, and she helped herself along with a stick. In the other hand she carried a lorgnette, and, while she was limping slowly along, she was studying us all with eyes that, even at a distance, shone a brilliant porcelain blue. She had aged through illness, her skin was puckered and brown, she looked at moments like a delicate, humorous, and distinguished monkey; but it was easy to believe that she had once been noted for her beauty.

			I watched her as I was being presented to her, and as Roy’s turn came. He smiled at her: as though by instinct, she gave a coquettish flick with the lorgnette. I was sure he felt, as I had felt myself, that she had always been courted, that she still, on meeting a strange man at a party, heard the echoes of gallant words.

			Lord Boscastle greeted us with impersonal cordiality, and settled down to his sherry. The last guest came, Mrs Seymour, a cousin of Lady Muriel’s who lived in Cambridge, and soon we set out to walk to the dining-room. This took some time, for the Lodge had been built, reconstructed, patched up, and rebuilt for five hundred years, and we had to make our way along narrow passages, down draughty stairs, across landings: Lady Boscastle’s stick tapped away in front, and I talked to Mrs Seymour, who seemed gentle, inane, vague, and given to enthusiasms. She was exactly like Lady Muriel’s concept of a suitable dinner partner for one of the younger fellows, I thought. In addition, Lady Muriel, to whom disapproval came as a natural response to most situations, disapproved with particular strength of my leaving my wife in London. She was not going to let me get any advantages through bad conduct, so far as she could help it.

			Curiously enough, the first real excitement of the dinner arrived through Mrs Seymour. We sat round the table in the candlelight, admired the table which had come from the family house at Boscastle – ‘from our house,’ said Lady Muriel with some superbity – admired the Bevill silver, and enjoyed ourselves with the food and wine. Both were excellent, for Lady Muriel had healthy appetites herself, and also was not prepared to let her dinners be outclassed by anything the college could do. She sat at the end of the table, stiff-backed, bold-eyed, satisfied that all was well with her side of the evening, inspecting her guests as though she were weighing their more obvious shortcomings.

			She began by taking charge of the conversation herself. ‘Mr Eliot was putting forward an interesting point of view before dinner,’ she said in an authoritative voice, and then puzzled us all by describing my opinions on Paul Morand. It seemed that I had a high opinion of his profundity. Joan questioned her fiercely, Roy soothed them both, but it was some time before we realized that she meant Mauriac. It was a kind of intellectual malapropism such as she frequently made. I thought, not for the first time, that she was at heart uninterested in all this talk of ideas and books – but she did it because it was due to her position, and nothing would have deterred her. Not in the slightest abashed, she repeated ‘Mauriac’ firmly twice and was going ahead, when Mrs Seymour broke in:

			Oh, I’d forgotten. I meant to tell you straightaway, but that comes of being late. I’ve always said that they ought to put an extra light on your dressing-table. Particularly in strange bedrooms –’

			‘Yes, Doris?’ Lady Muriel’s voice rang out.

			‘I haven’t told you, have I?’

			‘You have certainly told us nothing since you arrived.’

			‘I thought I’d forgotten. Tom’s girl is engaged. It will be in The Times this week.’

			The Boscastles and the Royces all knew the genealogy of ‘Tom’s girl’. For Mrs Seymour might be scatterbrained, but her breeding was the Boscastles’ own; she had married a Seymour, who was not much of a catch but was eminently ‘someone one could know’, and Tom was her husband’s brother. So Tom’s girl was taken seriously, even though Lord Boscastle had never met her, and Lady Muriel only once. She was part of the preserve. Abandoning in a hurry all abstract conversation, Lady Muriel plunged in with her whole weight. She sat more upright than ever and called out:

			‘Who is the man?’

			‘He’s a man called Houston Eggar.’

			Lord Boscastle filled the chair on his sister’s right. He finished a sip of hock, put down the glass, and asked:

			‘Who?’

			‘Houston Eggar.’

			Lady Muriel and Lord Boscastle looked at each other. In a faint, tired, disconsolate tone Lord Boscastle said:

			‘I’m afraid I don’t know the fellow.’

			‘I can help,’ said the Master briskly from the other end of the table. ‘He’s a brother-in-law of the Dean of this college. He’s dined in hall once or twice.’

			‘I’m afraid,’ said Lord Boscastle, ‘that I don’t know who he is.’

			There was a moment’s silence, and I looked at the faces round the table. Lord Boscastle was holding his glass up to the candlelight and staring unconcernedly through it. Roy watched with an expression solemn, demure, inquiring: but I caught his eye for a second, and saw a gleam of pure glee: each word was passing into his mimic’s ear. By his side, Joan was gazing down fixedly at the table, the poise of her neck and strong shoulders full of anger, scorn, and the passionate rebellion of youth. Mrs Seymour seemed vaguely troubled, as though she had mislaid her handbag; she patted her hair, trying to get a strand into place. On my right Lady Boscastle had mounted her lorgnette and focused the others one by one.

			It was she who asked the next question.

			‘Could you tell us a little about this Dean of yours, Vernon?’ she said to the Master, in a high, delicate, amused voice.

			‘He’s quite a good Dean,’ said the Master. ‘He’s very useful on the financial side. Colleges need their Marthas, you know. The unfortunate thing is that one can never keep the Marthas in their place. Before you can look round, you find they’re running the college and regarding you as a frivolous and irresponsible person.’

			‘What’s the Dean’s name?’ said Lord Boscastle, getting back to the point.

			‘Chrystal.’

			‘It sounds Scotch,’ said Lord Boscastle dubiously.

			‘I believe, Lord Boscastle,’ Roy put in, seeming tentative and diffident, ‘that he comes from Bedford.’

			Lord Boscastle shook his head.

			‘I know his wife, of course,’ said Lady Muriel. ‘Naturally I have to know the wives of the fellows. She’s a nice quiet little thing. But there’s nothing special about her. She’s an Eggar, whoever they may be.’

			‘She’s the sister of this man you’re telling us about,’ Lord Boscastle remarked, half to himself. ‘I should have said he was nothing out of the ordinary, shouldn’t you have said so?’

			His social judgements became more circuitous the nearer they came to anyone the company knew: Lady Muriel, more direct and unperceptive than her brother, had never quite picked up the labyrinthine phrases with which he finally placed an acquaintance of someone in the room; but in effect she and he said the same thing.

			Mrs Seymour, who was still looking faintly distressed, suddenly clapped her hands.

			‘Of course, I’d forgotten to tell you. I’ve just remembered about the post office place –’

			‘Yes, Doris?’ said Lady Muriel inexorably.

			‘Houston’s a brilliant young man. He’s in the Foreign Office. They said he was first secretary’ – Mrs Seymour gabbled rapidly in case she should forget – ‘at that place which looks after the post, the place in Switzerland, I forget –’

			‘Berne,’ Roy whispered.

			‘Berne.’ She smiled at him gratefully.

			‘How old is your Houston?’ asked Lady Boscastle.

			‘About forty, I should say. And I think that’s a very nice and sensible age,’ said Mrs Seymour with unexpected firmness. ‘I always wished my husband had been older –’

			‘If he’s only a first secretary at forty, I should not think he was going so terribly far.’ Lady Boscastle directed her lorgnette at her husband. ‘I remember one years younger. We were in Warsaw. Yes, he was clever.’ A faint, sarcastic, charming smile crossed her face. Lord Boscastle smiled back – was I imagining it, or was there something humble, unconfident, about that smile?

			At any rate, he began to address the table again.

			‘I shouldn’t have thought that the Foreign Office was specially distinguished nowadays. I’ve actually known one or two people who went in,’ he added as though he were straining our credulity.

			While he thought no one was looking, Roy could not repress a smile of delight. He could no longer resist taking a hand: his face composed again, he was just beginning to ask Lord Boscastle a question, when Lady Muriel cut across him.

			‘Of course,’ she said, ‘someone’s obliged to do these things.’

			‘Someone’s obliged to become Civil Servants and look after the drains,’ said Lord Boscastle with good-natured scorn. ‘That doesn’t make it any better.’

			Roy started again.

			‘Should you have said, Lord Boscastle’ (the words, the tone, sounded suspiciously like Lord Boscastle’s own), ‘that the Foreign Office was becoming slightly common?’

			Lord Boscastle regarded him, and paused.

			‘Perhaps that would be going rather far, Calvert. All I can say is that I should never have gone in myself. And I hope my son doesn’t show any signs of wanting to.’

			‘Oh, it must be wonderful to make treaties and go about in secret – cried Mrs Seymour, girlish with enthusiasm, her voice trailing off.

			‘Make treaties!’ Lord Boscastle chuckled. ‘All they do is clerk away in offices and get one out of trouble if one goes abroad. They do it like conscientious fellows, no doubt.’

			‘Why shouldn’t you like your son to want it, Lord Boscastle?’ Roy asked, his eyes very bright.

			‘I hope that, if he feels obliged to take up a career, he’ll choose something slightly more out of the ordinary.’

			‘It isn’t because you don’t want him to get into low company?’

			Lord Boscastle wore a fixed smile. Roy looked more than ever demure.

			‘Of course,’ said Roy, ‘he might pick up an unfortunate accent from one of those people. One needs to be careful. Do you think,’ he asked earnestly, ‘that is the reason why some of them are so anxious to learn foreign languages? Do you think they hope it will cover up their own?’

			‘Mr Calvert!’ Lady Boscastle’s voice sounded high and gentle. Roy met the gaze behind the lorgnette.

			‘Mr Calvert, have you been inside an embassy?’

			‘Only once, Lady Boscastle.’

			‘I think I must take you to some more. You’ll find they’re quite nice people. And really not unelegant. They talk quite nicely too. I’m just a little surprised you didn’t know that already, Mr Calvert.’

			Roy burst into a happy, unguarded laugh: a blush mounted his cheeks. I had not seen him blush before. It was not often people played him at his own game. Usually they did not know what to make of him, they felt befogged, they left him still inquiring, straight-faced, bright-eyed.

			The whole table was laughing – suddenly I noticed Joan’s face quite transformed. She had given way completely to her laughter, the sullenness was dissolved; it was the richest of laughs, and hearing it one knew that some day she would love with all her heart.

			Lord Boscastle himself was smiling. He was not a slow-witted man, he had known he was being teased. I got the impression that he was grateful for his wife’s support. But his response to being teased was to stick more obstinately to his own line. So now he said, as though summing up: ‘It’s a pity about Tom Seymour’s girl. She ought to have fished something better for herself.’

			‘You’ll all come round to him,’ said Mrs Seymour. ‘I know he’ll do.”

			‘It’s a pity,’ said Lord Boscastle with finality, ‘that one doesn’t know who he is.’

			Joan, melted by her laughter, still half-laughing and half-furious, broke out:

			‘Uncle, you mean that you don’t know who his grandfather is.’

			‘Joan!’ Lady Muriel boomed, but, with an indulgent nod, Lord Boscastle went on to discuss in what circumstances Tom’s girl had a claim to be invited to the family house. Boscastle was a great mansion: ‘my house’ as Lord Boscastle called it with an air of grand seigneur, ‘our house’ said Lady Muriel with splendour: but the splendour and the air of grand seigneur disappeared at moments, for they both had a knack of calling the house ‘Bossy’. Lady Boscastle never did: but to her husband and his sister there seemed nothing incongruous in the nickname.

			After port, as soon as I got inside the drawing-room, Lady Boscastle called out: ‘Mr Eliot! I want you to talk to me, please.’ I sat with her in a corner by the fire, and she examined me about my hopes and prospects; she was very shrewd, used to having her own way, accustomed to find pleasure in men’s confidences. We should have gone on, if it had not been that Lord Boscastle, on the largest sofa a few feet away, was asking Roy to describe his work. It was a perfectly serious question, and Roy treated it so. He explained how he had to begin unravelling a language which was two-thirds unknown. Then he passed on to manuscripts in that language – manuscripts battered, often with half the page missing, so faded that much could not be read at all, sometimes copied by incompetent and careless hands. Out of all this medley he was trying to restore the text.

			‘Tell me, how long will it take you?’ said Lord Boscastle.

			‘Eight years,’ said Roy at once.

			Lord Boscastle reflected.

			‘I can imagine starting it,’ he said. ‘I can see it must be rather fun. But I really can’t imagine myself having the patience to go through with it.’

			‘I think you might,’ said Roy simply. ‘I think you might have enjoyed having something definite to do.’

			‘Do you think I could have managed it?’

			‘I’m sure,’ said Roy.

			‘Perhaps I might,’ said Lord Boscastle with a trace of regret.

			The drawing-room was left with no one speaking. Then Lady Muriel firmly suggested that her brother ought to see Roy’s manuscripts. It was arranged (Lady Muriel pushing from behind) that the Boscastles should lunch with Roy next day.

			A few minutes later, though it was only half past ten, Roy made his apologies to Lady Muriel and left. She watched him walk the length of the room: then we heard his feet running down the stairs.

			‘He was a little naughty with you at dinner, Hugh,’ she said to her brother, ‘but you must admit that he has real style.’

			‘Young men ought to get up to monkey tricks,’ said Lord Boscastle. ‘One grows old soon enough. Yes, he’s an agreeable young fellow.’

			He paused, drank some whisky, inquired as though compelled to:

			‘Who is his father?’

			‘A man called Calvert,’ said the Master.

			‘I know that,’ said Lord Boscastle irritably.

			‘He’s distinctly rich and lives in the midlands.’

			‘I’m afraid I’ve never heard of him.’

			‘No, you wouldn’t have, Hugh,’ said the Master, with a fresh smile.

			‘But I must say,’ Lord Boscastle went on, ‘that if I’d met Calvert anywhere I should really have expected to know who he was.’

			This implied, I thought, a curious back-handed social acceptance. But it was not necessary, for the Master said:

			‘He’s got everything in front of him. He’s going to be one of the great Orientalists of the day. Between ourselves, I believe that’s putting it mildly.’

			‘I can believe you,’ said Lord Boscastle. ‘I hope he enjoys himself. We must keep an eye on him.’

			That meant definite acceptance. It was not, I thought, that Roy had ‘real style’, had been to Lord Boscastle’s school, could pass as a gentleman through any tests except Lord Boscastle’s own; it was not only that Roy had struck a human want in him, by making him think of how he might have spent his life. He might have received Roy even if he had liked him less: for Lord Boscastle had a genuine, respectful, straightforward tenderness for learning and the arts. His snobbery was a passion, more devouring as he got older, more triumphant as he found reasons for proving that almost no one came inside his own preserve, could truly be regarded as a gentleman; nevertheless, he continued to have a special entrance which let in his brother-in-law, which let in Roy, which let in some of the rest of us; and he welcomed us more as his snobbery outside grew more colossal and baroque.

			Lady Boscastle was trying to resume our conversation, but the others were still talking of Roy. Mrs Seymour was rapt with vague enthusiasm.

			‘He’s so handsome,’ she said.

			‘Interesting-looking, I think I should say,’ commented Lady Boscastle, a shade impatiently.

			‘He’s not handsome at all,’ said Joan. ‘His nose is much too long.’

			‘Don’t you like him?’ cried Mrs Seymour.

			‘I can never get him to talk seriously,’ the girl replied.

			‘He’s very lucky.’ Mrs Seymour’s enthusiasm grew. ‘It must be wonderful to be A I at everything.’

			No one could be freer from irony than Mrs Seymour; and yet, even on that night, those words rang through me with a harsh ironic note.

			The Master was saying:

			‘One thing is certain. We must elect the young man to a fellowship here before long.’

			‘I should have thought you would jump at him,’ said Lord Boscastle.

			‘No society of men is very fond of brilliance, Hugh,’ said the Master. ‘We needs must choose the dullest when we see it. However, I hope this time my colleagues will agree with me without undue pressure.’

			He smiled confidentially at me.

			‘Between ourselves, Eliot,’ he went on, ‘when I reflect on the modest accomplishments of some of our colleagues, I think perhaps even undue pressure might not be out of place.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Two Resolves

			I woke because of a soft voice above my bed – ‘beg pardon, sir, beg pardon, sir, beg pardon, sir’. In the half-light I could see Bidwell’s face, round, ruddy, simultaneously deferential and good fellow-like, wide open and cunning.

			‘I don’t know whether I’m doing right, sir. I know I oughtn’t to disturb you, and’ – he inclined his head in the direction of the college clock – ‘that’s got twenty minutes to go to nine o’clock. But it’s a young lady. I think it’s a young lady of Mr Calvert’s, sir. She seemed what you might call anxious to see you.’

			I let him pull up the blind, and the narrow cell-like room seemed bleaker than ever in the bright cold morning sunlight. I had drunk enough at the Lodge the night before to prefer to get up slowly. As I washed in warmish water from a jug, I was too moiled and irritated to wonder much who this visitor might be.

			I recognized her, though, as soon as I saw her sitting in an armchair by my sitting-room fire. I had met her once or twice before; she was a young woman of Roy’s own age, and her name was Rosalind Wykes. She came across the room to meet me, and looked up contritely with clear brown eyes.

			‘I’m frightfully sorry to disturb you,’ she said. ‘I know it’s very wicked of me. But I thought you might be going out to give a lecture. Sit down and I’ll get your breakfast for you.’

			Breakfast was strewn about the hearth, in plates with metal covers on top. Rosalind took off the covers, dusted the rim of the plates, dusted a cup, poured out my tea.

			‘I must say they don’t look after you too well,’ she said. ‘Get on with your breakfast. You won’t feel so much like wringing my neck then, will you?’

			She was nervous; there was a dying fall in her voice which sometimes made her seem pathetic. She had an oval face, a longish nose, a big humorous mouth with down just visible on her upper lip. She was dressed in the mode, and it showed how slender she was, though she was wider across the hips than one observed at a first glance. She was often nervous: sometimes she seemed restless and reckless: yet underneath one felt she was tough and healthy and made for a happy physical life. Her hair was dark, and she had done it up from the back, which was unusual at that time: with her oval face, brown eyes, small head, that tier of hair made her seem like a portrait of the First Empire – and in fact to me she frequently brought a flavour of that period, modish, parvenu, proper outside and raffish within, materialistic and yet touching.

			I drank two cups of tea. ‘Better,’ I said.

			‘You look a bit morning-afterish, I must say,’ said Rosalind. At that time she was very prim in speech, much more so than most of the people among whom she moved: yet she had a singular gift for investing the most harmless remark with an amorous aura. My state that breakfast-time was due, of course, to nothing more disreputable than a number of glasses of claret at dinner and some whiskies afterwards with the Master and Lord Boscastle; but, when Rosalind mentioned it, it might have been incurred through an exhausting night of love.

			I began eating some breakfast, and said:

			‘Well, I shall revive soon. What did you get me out of bed for, Rosalind?’

			She shook her head. ‘Nothing very special. I only arrived yesterday and I’m going back tonight, and I shouldn’t have liked to miss you altogether.’

			I looked at her. The clear eyes were guileless. She glanced round the room.

			‘I wish you’d let me do this place up for you,’ she said. ‘It would look lovely with just a bit of care. I could make you so comfortable you wouldn’t credit it, you know.’

			I was prepared to believe that she was right. The bedroom was a monk’s cell, but this sitting-room was a large and splendid medieval chamber. I knew that, given a week and a cheque-book, she would transform it. She was kind and active, she took pleasure from making one comfortable. But I did not think that she had come that morning to tell me so.

			While I went on eating, she stood by the wall and examined the panelling. She asked how old it was, and I told her sixteenth century. Then, over her shoulder, she said:

			‘Did you notice that Roy left the dinner party early last night?’

			I said yes.

			‘Did you know what for?’

			I said no.

			Still over her shoulder, in a tone with a dying fall, she said:

			‘I’m afraid it was to come and see me.’

			It was prim, it was suggestive, shameless, and boasting. I burst into laughter, and she turned and looked at me with a lurking, satisfied, triumphant smile.

			In a moment Bidwell came in, quiet-footed, to clear up. When he had left again, she said:

			‘Your servant has got a very sweet face, hasn’t he?’

			‘I’m rather fond of him.’

			‘I’m sure you are.’ Her eyes were shrewd. ‘I must say, I wish you and Roy didn’t leave so much to him. I hope you don’t let him do your ordering.’

			I did not mind Bidwell taking a percentage, I said, if it avoided fuss. She frowned, she did not want to let it pass: but there was still something on her mind. It was not only to confess or boast that she had come to see me.

			‘Did you know,’ she said, ‘that Roy is having Lord and Lady Boscastle to lunch?’

			‘I heard him invite them.’

			‘I’m making him have me too. I’m terrified. Are they dreadfully frightening?’

			‘What did Roy say about that?’

			‘He said Lord Boscastle’s bark was worse than his bite. And that Lady Boscastle was the stronger of the two.’

			‘I think that’s true,’ I said.

			‘But what am I going to say to them?’ she said. She was genuinely nervous. ‘I’ve never met people like this before. I haven’t any idea what to say.’

			‘Don’t worry. And make love to Lord B. as lavishly as you like,’ I said.

			It was sound advice, for Lord Boscastle’s social standards were drastically reduced in the presence of attractive young women who seemed to enjoy his company.

			She smiled absently for a second, then cried again:

			‘I don’t know anything about people like this. I don’t even know what to call an earl. Lewis, what do I call them?’

			I told her. I believed that was a reason for her visit. She would rather ask that question of me than of Roy.

			‘I’m glad I remembered to ask you,’ she said disingenuously, her eyes open and clear. ‘That’s a relief. But I am terrified,’ she added.

			‘Why did you work it then?’ I said.

			‘I was dreadfully silly,’ she said. ‘I thought I should like to see a bit of high life.’

			That may have been true, but I was sure there was a wise intuitive purpose behind it. With her recklessness, with the earthy realism that lived behind the prudish speech, she could live as though each day were sufficient to itself: so she had thrown herself at Roy, took what she could get, put up with what she called his ‘moods’, went to bed with him when she could, schemed no more than a month or two ahead.

			But, deep in her fibres, there was another realism, another wisdom, another purpose. Her whole nature was set on marrying him. It did not need thought or calculation, it just took all of herself – though -on the way to her end she would think and calculate with every scrap of wits she had. She was nervous, kind, sensitive in her fashion, tender with the good nature of one who is happy with instinctive life: she was also hard, ruthless, determined, singleminded, and unscrupulous: or rather she could act as though scruples did not exist. She meant to marry him.

			So she knew that she must get on with the Boscastles. Roy was not a snob, no man was less so: but he gave himself to everyone who took his fancy, whether they came from the ill-fated and lost, or from the lucky. Usually they were the world’s derelicts, for I often grumbled that he treated badly any acquaintance who might be of practical use: but if by chance he liked someone eminent, then he was theirs as deeply as though they were humble. He felt no barriers except what his affections told him. Rosalind knew this, and knew that she must acquire the same ease. Hence she had driven herself, despite her diffidence, into this luncheon party.

			Hence too, I was nearly certain, she decided she must know me well. So far as anyone had influence over Roy, I had. She must make me into an ally if she could. She must charm me, she must see that I was friendly, she must take a part in my life, even if it only meant decorating my rooms. She had come that morning to ask me how to address an earl: but she would have found another reason, if that had not existed. I strongly suspected that she had bribed Bidwell to wake me up before my time.

			Roy brought Rosalind back to my rooms after lunch.

			‘I hear you met this morning,’ said Roy.

			‘Can you bear the sight of me again?’ Rosalind said.

			‘He’ll pretend to,’ said Roy. ‘He’s famous for his self-control.’

			She made a face at him, half-plaintive, half-comic, and said:

			‘I couldn’t stay and see Roy’s tables all littered with plates. I should want to do something about it.’ She was talkative and elated, like someone released from strain.

			‘How did it go?’ I said.

			‘I tried to find a corner to hide in. But it’s not very easy when there are only four.’

			‘You got a small prize,’ Roy said to her. ‘Not the first prize. Only the second. You did very nicely.’

			I guessed that she had been diffident, had not taken much part. But it was not as bad as she feared, and with her indomitable resolve she would try again. Roy was smiling at her, amused, stirred to tenderness because she made such heavy weather of what would, at any age, have been his own native air.

			He said to me:

			‘By the way, old boy, you’ve made a great hit with Lady B. I’m extremely jealous.’

			‘She wanted to know all about you,’ said Rosalind.

			‘I think she likes very weighty men.’ Roy chuckled. ‘Old Lewis is remarkably good at persuading them that he’s extremely weighty.’

			He went on to tease Rosalind about Lord Boscastle’s compliments. I noticed that Roy and Rosalind were very easy with each other, light with the innocence that may visit a happy physical love.

			The telephone bell rang: it was for Roy, and as he answered he exclaimed with enthusiasm – ‘excellent’, ‘of course’, ‘I’m sure he would’, ‘I’ll answer for him’, ‘come straight up’.

			‘You see, you’ve got to be civil now,’ said Roy. ‘It’s Ralph Udal. He’s just back from Italy. It’s time you met him.’

			Roy added, with a secret smile: ‘Now, I wonder what he wants.’

			Udal himself came in as Roy finished speaking. I had found out something about him since the episode of the bookshops: now I saw him in the flesh, I was surprised. I had not expected that he should have such natural and pleasant manners. For the stories I had heard were somewhat odd. He was an exact contemporary of Roy’s at the college, and they had known each other well, though they were never intimate friends. Udal came from a professional family, but he was a poor man, and he and Roy moved in different circles. They had known each other as academic rivals, for Udal had had a brilliant undergraduate career. Then his life became very strange. He spent a year among the seedy figures of Soho – not to indulge himself, not to do good works, but just to ‘let the wind of God blow through him’. Then he had served another year in a church settlement in Poplar. Afterwards, he had, passively so it seemed, become ordained. But he had not taken a curacy or any kind of job; he had written his little book on Heppenstall, and had gone off to Italy for six months.

			He was a big man, tall, loose-framed, dark-haired, and dark-skinned. He looked older than his age; his face was mature, adult, and decided. As he greeted us, there was great warmth in his large, dark, handsome eyes. He was dressed in old flannels and a thin calico coat, but he talked to Rosalind as though he also had been to a smart lunch, and he settled down between her and me without any sign that this was a first meeting.

			‘How’s the book going?’ asked Roy.

			‘It’s very gratifying,’ said Udal. ‘There doesn’t seem to be a copy left in Cambridge.’

			‘Excellent,’ said Roy, without blinking, without a quiver on his solemn face.

			Udal had arrived back from Italy the day before.

			‘Didn’t you adore Italy? Were the women lovely? What were you doing there?’ asked Rosalind.

			‘Looking at churches,’ said Udal amiably. Rosalind had just remembered that he was a clergyman. She looked uncomfortable, but Udal was prepared to talk about anything she wanted. He thought the women were beautiful in Venetia and Friulia, but not in the South. He suggested that one required a dash of nordic blood to produce anything more than youthful comeliness. He had gone about with his eyes open, and spoke without inhibition. Rosalind was discomfited.

			She was discomfited again when, with the same ease, he began talking of his practical requirements.

			‘Roy,’ he said, ‘it’s time I found a job.’

			‘Just so,’ said Roy.

			‘You don’t mind me talking about myself?’ Udal said affably to Rosalind and me. ‘But I wanted to see Roy about my best moves. I’m not much good at these things.’

			‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said to Roy. ‘A country living would suit me down to the ground. I can make do on three hundred a year. And it would mean plenty of leisure. I shouldn’t get so much leisure in any other way.’

			‘That’s true,’ said Roy.

			‘How do I set about getting one?’

			‘Difficult,’ said Roy. ‘I don’t think you can straightaway.’

			They talked about tactics. Udal knew exactly what he wanted; but he was oddly unrealistic about the means. He seemed to think it would be easy to persuade the college to give him a living. Roy, on the other hand, was completely practical. He scolded Udal for indulging in make-believe, and told him what to do; he must take some other job at once, presumably a curacy; then he must ‘nurse’ the college livings committee, he must become popular with them, he must unobtrusively keep his existence before them. He must also cultivate any bishop either he or Roy could get to know.

			Udal took it well. He was not proud; he accepted the fact that Roy was more worldly and acute.

			‘I’ll talk to people. I’ll spy out the land,’ said Roy. He smiled. ‘I may even make old Lewis get himself put on the livings committee.’

			‘Do what you can,’ said Udal.

			Rosalind was upset. She could not understand. She could not help asking Udal:

			‘Doesn’t it worry you?’

			‘Doesn’t what worry me?’

			‘Having – to work it all out,’ she said.

			‘I manage to bear it. Would it worry you?’

			‘No, of course not. But I thought someone in your position –’

			‘You mean that I’m supposed to be a religious man,’ said Udal. ‘But religious people are still ordinary humans, you know.’

			‘Does it seem all right to you?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ he said.

			‘I’m afraid I still think it’s peculiar.’ She appealed to Roy. ‘Roy, don’t you think so?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘Not in the least.’

			His tone was clear and final. Suddenly I realized she was making a mistake in pressing Udal. She was exposing a rift between herself and Roy. In other things she would have felt him getting farther away: but here she was obtuse.

			‘I’m not able to speak from the inside,’ said Roy. ‘But I believe religion can include anything. It can even include,’ his face, which had been grave, suddenly broke into a brilliant, malicious smile, ‘the fact that Ralph hasn’t just called on me – for valuable advice.’

			‘That’s not fair,’ said Udal. For a moment he was put out.

			‘You need someone to unbelt. I’m sure you do.’

			‘I am short of money,’ said Udal.

			‘Just so,’ said Roy.

			Roy’s gibe had been intimate and piercing, but Udal had recovered his composure. He turned to Rosalind.

			‘You expect too much of us, you know. You expect us to be perfect – and then you think the rest of the world just go about sleeping with each other.’

			Rosalind blushed. Earthy as she was, she liked a decent veil: while he had the casual matter-of-fact touch that one sometimes finds in those who have not gone into the world, or have withdrawn from it.

			‘You’re not correct either way, if you’ll forgive me,’ Udal went on. ‘Roy here wouldn’t let me call him a religious man yet: but do you think he’s done nothing so far but chase his pleasures? He’s already done much odder things than that, you know. And I’m inclined to think he will again. I’m just waiting.’

			He spoke lightly, but with immense confidence. Then he smiled to himself.

			‘This is the right life for me, anyway,’ he said. ‘It will give me all I want.’

			‘Will it?’ said Rosalind sharply.

			He was relaxed, strong in his passiveness.

			But she opposed her own strength, that of someone who had gone into the world and could imagine no other life, it was not a strength to be despised. Udal looked at her, and his face was no more settled than hers.

			Roy watched them with a glance that was penetrating, acute, and, it suddenly seemed to me, envious of each of them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A Nature Marked Out by Fate

			From the afternoon when he forced me to confide, my relation with Roy became changed. Before, he had seemed a gifted and interesting young man whose temperament interested me, whom I listened to when he was despondent, whom I liked seeing when I had the time. Now he had reached out to me. He had put self aside, risked snubs, pierced all the defence I could throw in his way. He had made me accept him as an intimate on even terms. Insensibly, perhaps before I knew it, my friendship with him became the deepest of my life.

			I had met him first, as I have said, when he was a boy of fifteen. It was only for an hour, but the circumstances were strange, and had stayed in my memory. For Roy had fallen in love, with an innocent and ecstatic adolescent passion, with a young man whom I knew. His innocence made him indiscreet – or perhaps, even then, he cared nothing for what people thought. At any rate, there was a commotion among a group of my acquaintances. Roy was brought in to tell his story: and I remember him, entirely composed, his face already sad when he was not smiling, although his smile was brilliantly and boyishly gay. His speech was curiously precise, and one heard the echoes of that precision years later; as an affirmative when we questioned him, he used a clear just so’.

			The story was hushed up. Roy’s father behaved with a mixture of energy, practical sense, and an obstinate refusal to believe that his son could do anything irregular or eccentric. Roy himself was not embarrassed by the incident either then or later. I sometimes thought, in fact, that it gave him an added and gentler sympathy. He was not the man to respect any conventions but his own. With his first-hand knowledge of life, he knew that any profound friendship must contain a little of the magic of love. And he was always as physically spontaneous as an Italian. He liked physical contact and endearing words. He would slip his arm into a friend’s on the way to hall or as the team went out to field: if anyone had recalled that scandal of the past, he would only have met Roy’s, most mischievous and mocking grin.

			After that single hour, I did not meet him again until he went to Cambridge. It was only by chance that his outburst had affected my circle, and, in the large town where we were both born, our paths were not likely to cross. I lived in the shabby genteel fringe of the lower middle class, while his father had made a considerable fortune and moved among such society as the town could give. His career and way of life were, as a matter of fact, fairly typical of the rich manufacturers of that day. His father, Roy’s grandfather, had risen from the artisan class, and made enough money out of boots to send his son to a minor public school: then Roy’s father, a man of obstinate inarticulate ability with an obsessional passion for detail, expanded the business and took his chance in the First World War. He became really rich, much richer than many of my London friends who were thought wealthy and lived in greater style: by 1934 he cannot have been worth less than £300,000. He did very little with it, except buy a local newspaper and a large house on the outskirts of the town, and take every opportunity of spending money on his only son. He idolized Roy, in a speechless, embarrassed, puzzled fashion; he sent him to the most fashionable preparatory and public schools (it was only by a personal accident that he came to the college, which was not particularly fashionable; his house master, whom Roy liked, happened to be a loyal old member); from the time Roy was twenty-one, his father allowed him £1,500 a year, and settled a substantial sum on him as well.

			When I ran across him in his undergraduate days, he was more outwardly eccentric than he later seemed – not in dress, for he was always elegant, but in actions which at the time I thought were only a very young man’s whims. I found him one night sleeping on a seat on the embankment. He did not explain himself, although he was, as usual, polite, easy-mannered, affectionate, and direct. He went in for bouts of hard drinking which seemed more abandoned than an undergraduate’s blinds, more deliberately an attempt to escape. And he started his love affairs quite early. Yet each examination was a triumph for him, and he was the outstanding classic of his day.

			After taking his degree, he was at a loss. He felt vaguely drawn to some kind of scholarly research, but he did not make any determined start. He drank more, went into more dissipated company, felt a despondency overcome him of which previously he had only known the shadow’s edge. This was the first time that he was forced, without any help or protection at all, to know the burden of self.

			In a few weeks that darkness left him, and he tried to forget it. The Master, whose subject was comparative religion, suggested that he should apply himself to oriental languages. To help himself forget the period of melancholy not long past, Roy threw all his attention into Syriac and Aramaic: and then, partly by sheer chance, came the offer of the research which was to occupy so much of his working life.

			It was an odd story, how this ever reached him.

			Of all the Christian heresies, one spread the farthest, touched imaginations most deeply, and had the richest meaning. Perhaps it should have been called a new religion. It was the heresy of Mani. It began towards the end of the third century A.D. in the pleasure city of Antioch and the decadent luxurious towns of Syria; it swept through them as a new religion might sweep through California today.

			It was a new religion, but it drew its strength from something as old and deep as human feeling; for, just as the sexual impulse is ineluctably strong, so can the hate of it be; the flesh is seductive, beyond one’s power to resist – and one hates the flesh as an enemy, one prays that it will leave one in peace. The religion of the Manichees tried to give men peace against the flesh. In its cosmology, the whole of creation is a battle of the light against the dark. Man’s spirit is part of the light, and his flesh of the dark. The battle sways from side to side, and men are taking part in it, here and now. The religion was the most subtle and complex representation of sexual guilt.

			Such a subtle and complex religion must have drawn its believers from the comfortable classes. There was none of the quick simple appeal that helped Christianity to spark from man to man among the hopeless dispossessed of the Roman slums. Manichaeism must have been chiefly the religion of those with time to think – and probably of a comfortable leisured class in a dying society, a class with little to do except pursue its sensual pleasures and be tormented by their guilt.

			Anyway, through the third and fourth centuries the religion spread. The Manichaean missionaries followed the trade routes, into Egypt, the African coastal fringe, Persia; churches were founded, psalm books and liturgies and statements of faith were translated from their original Syriac. And very soon the Manichees were being systematically and ruthlessly persecuted. For some reason, this subtle and gentle faith, or anything resembling it, like that of the Albigenses in Provence or the Bogomils in Bulgaria, always excited the savage hatred of the orthodox. Before long the Manichaean congregations had been exterminated in the Levant and round the Mediterranean; others were driven out of Persia and found a home for a while in what is now Chinese Turkestan. Then they too were finished off by the Moslems.

			It is an error, of course, to think that persecution is never successful. More often than not, it has been extremely so. For hundreds of years, this religion, which once had rich churches in the most civilized towns in the world, which attracted to its membership such men as St Augustine (for whom Roy had a special and personal veneration), would not have been known to exist except for the writings of its enemies. It was as though Communism had been extirpated in Europe in the nineteen-twenties, and was only known through what is said of it in Mein Kampf. No words of the Manichees themselves were left to be read.

			During the twentieth century, however, the technique and scale of archaeological expeditions were each developed, and there were one or two Manichaean finds. A psalm book and a hymnal, translated into a Coptic dialect, were discovered in upper Egypt; and one of the expeditions to Turkestan brought back what was recognized to be a complete liturgy. But it was written in an unknown variety of Middle Persian called Early Soghdian; and for a year the liturgy stayed unread.

			The committee who had charge of it intended to ask an Oxford scholar to make an edition but, just at that time, he fell ill. Quite by accident, Sir Oulstone Lyall and Colonel Foulkes happened to be consulting the Master about other business. He mentioned Roy to them and introduced him. They thought he was intelligent, they knew that he had picked up Syriac at an astonishing speed; it was possible that Colonel Foulkes’s devotion to cricket disposed him to take a favourable view of Roy’s character. There was an amateur flavour about all this esoteric scholarship – anyway, they asked if he would like to have a shot.

			Only a man of means could have risked it. If he did not get the language out, he had wasted critical years. Something caught in Roy’s imagination, perhaps the religion itself, and he said yes.

			That was over two years before, in the January of 1932. Within eighteen months he had worked out the language, so precisely that no one need touch it again. His Soghdian grammar and lexicon were just in proof, and were to be published during 1934. He had already transcribed part of the liturgy, and he was working faster than ever. It was a remarkable record, unbelievable to those who knew a little of his life, the loves, the drinking, the games, and parties. But to me, who saw more of him, the miracle disappeared like a conjuring trick which is explained. I knew how, even in the blackest melancholy, he could throw himself with clear precise attention into his work for seven or eight hours a day. I had seen him drink himself into stupor, sleep it off, recover over breakfast, and be back at work by nine o’clock.

			His own attitude to his work was one of the most matter-of-fact things about him. His preoccupation was in the words themselves and what they meant; the slightest hitch in the text, and he was absorbed, with all his imagination and powers in play. He was intent on knowing precisely what the words of that liturgy meant, to the priests who translated it, to the scribe who copied it somewhere in a Central Asian town in the sixth century.

			Outside the text his imagination, so active upon the words themselves, so lively in his everyday life, seemed not to be much engaged. He gave only a passing thought to the societies where this religion grew or to the people in the congregations which used his liturgy. There was something in such speculations which offended his taste -‘romantic’ he called them, as a term of abuse. ‘Romantic,’ said Roy scornfully, who himself was often described in that one word.

			Yet, right from the beginning, there were times when his work seemed nothing but a drug. He had thrown himself into it, in revulsion from his first knowledge of despair. Despair: the black night of melancholy: he had already felt the weight of inexplicable misery, the burden of self. I thought that too often his work was a charm against the dark. He did not seem to revel in success, to get any pleasure apart from a mild sense of skill. I watched him when he finished his Soghdian grammar. He knew it was a nice job – ‘I am rather clever,’ he said with a mocking smile. But when others praised him, he became irritated and angry, genuinely, morbidly angry, took to a fit of drinking and then worked such immoderate hours at the liturgy that I was afraid for his health, tough as he was.

			At the dinner party Mrs Seymour had cried out how much he was to be envied. She was a silly woman, but she only said what everyone round him thought. Some people resented him because he had so much. Many saw the gaiety and felt that he could not have a worry in the world. None of them saw the weight that crushed him down.

			Even Roy himself did not see it. In his boyhood and youth, he had been buoyed up by the animal spirits of the young. His spirits at twenty, like those of any vigorous man, were strong enough to defy fate or death; they drew their strength from the body, and for a time could drive away any affliction that was lying in wait. Now he was a little older he had passed through hours and days of utter blackness, in which his one feeling was self-hatred and his one longing to escape himself. But those hours and days passed off, and he still had the boundless hope of a young man. He hoped he could escape – perhaps in love (though he never counted much on that), perhaps in work, perhaps in a belief in which he could lose himself. He hoped he could escape at last, and come to peace and rest.

			He did not know then that he had the special melancholy which belongs to some chosen natures. It did not come through suffering, though it caused him to suffer much. It came by the same fate as endowed him with his gifts – his intelligence, his attraction for women, his ability to strike a human response from anyone he met, his reckless bravery.

			By the same fortune, he was inescapably under the threat of this special melancholy, this clear-sighted despair in which, more than anyone I knew, he saw the sadness of man’s condition: this despair which drove him to outbursts of maniacal gaiety. He was born with this melancholy; it was a curse of fate, like a hereditary disease. It shadowed all his life. Perhaps it also deepened him under his caprices, perhaps it helped to make him the most selfless of men. I did not know. But I knew that I should have wished him more commonplace and selfish, if only he could cease to be so haunted.

			Since I was close to him, I could see that little distance. But he exhilarated me with his gaiety, pierced me with his selflessness, deepened all I knew of life, gave my spirit wings: so I too did not see much that fate had done to him and I hoped that he would be happy.
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