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Introduction

A spectre continued to haunt homosexual men in England into the early years of the twentieth century. It was the spectre of the law, the possibility of a jail sentence such as had been handed down to Oscar Wilde in 1895. However, while the Wilde trial caused men to flee to France or decide to settle in Italy, it also created a kind of visibility for homosexuals. In the light that the Wilde case cast on secret lives, gay men began to work out new ways of seeing themselves and even better ways to become visible to each other.

In her book on homosexuality and literature, Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick wrote that ‘it was only close to the end of the nineteenth century that a cross-class homosexual role and a consistent, ideologically full thematic discourse of male homosexuality became entirely visible, in developments that were publicly dramatised in – though far from confined to – the Wilde trials.’ 

This provides a context for the moment in E. M. Forster’s novel Maurice when Scudder, the servant, has noticed Maurice and Clive. They have become visible to him. Nothing has been said; he did not spy on them. He guessed. A decade earlier he might not have known what to look for.

Maurice dramatises a moment in English life when homosexuality has moved from the dark and into the shadows. It was both unmentionable and had been, on the other hand, mentioned rather a lot in the reporting of the Oscar Wilde case. Now people know about it. They have a new word for homosexuals, as spelled out in Maurice – ‘an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort.’ 

Because of the severity of Wilde’s sentence and the fact that he became a pariah after 1895, it might be presumed that gay men learned after his trial not only how to be silent, hidden and invisible, but also how to be afraid. But the case of Edward Carpenter, who became a friend of E. M. Forster and was one of the first readers of Maurice, makes clear that something else happened to homosexual life in England. There was an opening. 

Maurice thus appears in a time of flux in England, with much repression, but also increased visibility for homosexual men and, strangely, a sort of tolerance and ease available to those who were sufficiently daring. In the novel, Maurice lives in two opposing worlds, one in which love is impossible and the other in which love is precisely what he seeks.

One of the pioneers of new possibilities was Edward Carpenter. Born in 1844, he attended Cambridge University where he took orders and had sexual dreams about his fellow students. After Cambridge, he gave lectures to working men and women in the north of England. Eventually, he moved to Sheffield where, having inherited money from his father, he built a house, Millthorpe, near the village of Holmesfield, where he lived for most of the rest of his life.

In 1874 Carpenter wrote to Walt Whitman: ‘Because you have given me a ground for the love of men I thank you continually in my heart . . . For you have made men to be not ashamed of the noblest instinct of their nature. Women are beautiful; but to some, there is that which passes the love of women.’

Carpenter liked the working class both in practice and in theory. Just as he pursued young men with energy and abandon, so too he wrote copious articles for journals and gave many lectures promoting radical causes.  

For Carpenter and men like him, including E. M. Forster, who was born in London in 1879, fellows of their own class tended to be stiff and filled with phobias. Carpenter and his kind longed for the strong arms and unselfconscious attentions of young men from the lower classes. This meant, of course, that their sexual orientation carried with it many implications, including ideas about class hierarchy and a suspicion of received wisdom.

Carpenter’s open house and his novel habits – he liked nudity, vegetables and sandals – meant that his alternative lifestyle, in its mixture of pure simplicity and high nonconformity, was widely discussed by his contemporaries. He made rules up as he went along.

In 1891 Carpenter met the love of his life, George Merrill, who was twenty-two years younger and from a working-class background. The relationship between Carpenter and Merrill over almost three decades is one of the best charted versions of homosexual life in this period, rivalling in its documentary value the life of, say, Oscar Wilde, and differing from Wilde’s story because of the amount of calm, domestic bliss and the lack of a tragic ending. 

E. M. Forster compared Carpenter’s personality to that of a religious teacher, a sort of guru perched in Sheffield: ‘It depended on contact and couldn’t be written down on paper, and its effect was to increase one’s vitality, so that one went away better able to do one’s work. One’s own work not his; it was an influence, not a doctrine. It suggested the direct transference of power.’

Forster regarded Carpenter as ‘a saviour’. In his own way, George Merrill, Carpenter’s partner, helped save Forster too. Forster later described in an afterword to Maurice what happened to him at Millthorpe: ‘George Merrill also touched my backside – gently and just above the buttocks. I believe he touched most people’s. The sensation was unusual and I still remember it, as I remember the position of a long vanished tooth. It was as much psychological as physical. It seemed to go straight through the small of my back into my ideas, without involving my thoughts.’ 

Forster exclaimed in his diary: ‘Forward rather than back. Edward Carpenter! Edward Carpenter! Edward Carpenter!’ When he went home, having had his backside touched by Merrill, he sat down and wrote Maurice, which he sent to Carpenter in August 1914. While he showed it to some other friends over the years, including Lytton Strachey and Christopher Isherwood, Forster knew that it could not come out ‘until my death and England’s’, as he wrote to a friend. 

The death of England – or at least the England experienced by the characters in the book, Maurice and Clive and Alec – loomed large just as the novel was being completed. The three men involved in a strange and forbidden romance in Maurice would soon have been, if they had been in life rather than in a book, in uniform. Their bravery or timidity as lovers would then have mattered no longer. Their courage as soldiers would have filled the strange aftermath of the novel. 

The novel ends almost happily, with no doom in sight – ‘I was always determined not to end sadly,’ Forster wrote to Christopher Isherwood in 1938 – but it was completed at the moment before such young men went to their doom. In the novel’s dreamy ending, we are allowed to imagine a greenwood where love would be possible and tragedy avoided. But soon the real world impinged. Rather than a book about homosexual desire, Maurice might also be read as a book about a more innocent time in England, before the trenches had been imagined, before mustard gas and mass graves. 

One of the mysteries surrounding Forster is his silence as a novelist after A Passage to India, his fifth novel, published in 1924 when he was forty-five. Between then and his death in 1970, Forster published no novel. He believed that his own life as a novelist had been stunted by his inability to make fiction directly out of his own sexual desires. While this seems to make sense, it is perhaps too simple an explanation. It may be more accurate to say that Forster wrote the five novels on which his reputation rests because he needed to create characters and situations which would expose his own plight in ways which were subtle and dramatic without being obvious or explicit. His true nature was not only homosexual but also wounded, mysterious and filled with sympathy for others. 

Thus, Forster had a right to feel that his interest in characters whose sensibilities were open and vulnerable, whose spirits were ready to soar or be crushed, arose from many sources in his own complex spirit. Were he to publish Maurice during his long silence after 1924 and thus alert the world to his homosexuality, he would risk his earlier novels being reinterpreted, seen as more simple, mere efforts of a homosexual man to find masks and metaphors to avoid being known for who he was. The aura of plenitude and subtlety and ambiguity in Forster’s work could suddenly be reduced, dissolved.

It was the sense of openness and sympathy in his nature that managed to create a smokescreen around Forster’s sexuality. In 1972, the critic Lionel Trilling, who had published a book on Forster almost thirty years earlier, wrote to Cynthia Ozick about Forster’s homosexuality: ‘It wasn’t until I had finished my book on Forster that I came to the explicit realisation that he was homosexual. I’m not sure whether this was because of a particular obtuseness on my part or because . . . homosexuality hadn’t yet formulated itself as an issue in the culture. When the realisation did come, it at first didn’t seem of crucial importance, but that view soon began to change.’

It can be argued that Trilling was, perhaps, as astute as he was obtuse when he failed to see the importance of Forster’s homosexuality. On the first page of Maurice, when Forster writes about ‘the undefended flesh’ receiving ‘the first blows of the world’, he is setting out his theme as a writer – the brittle, vulnerable, sensitive self versus the world that is heartless, materialistic and determined. The conflict between the two in his fictions will take many forms. Only one of them is homosexuality. 

Maurice is, in most respects, a dull, quiet man. Were it not for his homosexuality, he would hardly feature at all in a Forster novel, save perhaps as someone who represents the unfeeling official world or as someone on a train. Now, despite his sexuality, he is not smouldering with desire or permanently horny. His own feelings are either suppressed or circumspect and tentative. 

It is not as though his sexuality has affected his nature; rather, homosexuality is his nature. And, since it is natural, it emerges at times as a kind of blankness; he guards himself using, as Forster writes, an ‘instinct, deep below his consciousness’. Maurice has worked out a way of repressing his own desire at its very root. He displays good manners, an unremarkable conformity. 

But his stuffiness, often apparent, is never complete. ‘Maurice,’ Forster wrote to Christopher Isherwood in 1938, ‘is a good man I think and so a nice one.’ He lives in a time when something will have to break. It is noted in the novel that there is no longer any pressure in the suburbs to attend church on Easter Sunday. No one seemed to mind. ‘Did society,’ the novel asks, ‘while professing to be so moral and sensitive, really mind anything?’ 

It is as though Maurice is enacting a modest version of Virginia Woolf’s assertion: ‘On or about December 1910 human character changed.’ Thus, even the mention of a writer in a Roman or Greek textbook can open space, offer clues about something like same-sex love that had not been aired before. ‘He hadn’t known it could be mentioned, and when [Clive] Durham did so in the middle of the sunlit court a breath of liberty touched him.’ 

Forster wrote to Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson in December 1914 about Scudder and the ending of the novel: ‘I might have been wiser to let that also resolve into dust or mist, but the temptation’s overwhelming to grant to one’s creation a happiness actual life does not supply.’

To Edward Joseph Dent, he wrote in March 1915 about Maurice: ‘You can scarcely imagine the loneliness of such an effort as this – a year’s work! How one longs for praise shamelessly! . . . I wrote it neither for my friends or the public – but because it was weighing on me; and my previous training made me write it as literature, though for a long time I meant to show it to no one at all . . . [Edward] Carpenter has read it and liked it, but he’s too unliterary to be helpful: he took to Alec [Scudder], and thought him improbable but possible.’

In 1933, Forster wrote to Christopher Isherwood: ‘I can’t tell you how glad I am that you liked my book. Yes, if the pendulum keeps swinging in its present direction it might get published in time, but the more one meets decent and sensible people, of whom there are now a good few, the more one does forget the millions of beasts and idiots who still prowl in the darkness, ready to gibber and devour. I think I had a truer version of civilisation thirty years ago, when I regarded myself as hiding a fatal secret.’

The fatal secret that Forster hid in 1913 when he began the book was not merely his own homosexuality but his own sexual innocence and inexperience. This is reflected in the relationship between Clive and Maurice in the novel: ‘It had been understood between them that their love, though including the body, should not gratify it.’ When Lytton Strachey read the book in 1915, he offered a minor point of criticism: ‘I find it very difficult to believe that Maurice would have remained chaste during those two years with Clive. He was a strong healthy youth, and you say that, unless Clive had restrained him, “he would have surfeited passion.” But how the Dickens could Clive restrain him? How could he have failed to have erections? Et après ça—? Well, I suppose it’s just conceivable, but I must say I think you seem to take it too much as a matter of course.’

Forster was not only writing a novel that explored elements of his own sexuality but also his own failure to act. What Strachey saw as ‘just conceivable’, Forster saw as plainly and pressingly personal. In his diaries Forster wrote that he did not know ‘exactly how male and female joined’ until he was thirty. When he was thirty-seven, he wrote from Egypt about a sexual encounter to his friend Florence Barger: ‘Yesterday, for the first time in my life I parted with respectability.’ 

In Alexandria during the First World War Forster met one of the two men who was to mean most to him in his life and with whom he conducted a passionate affair. He wrote to a friend about Mohammed el Adl, a young Egyptian tram conductor: ‘I have plunged into an anxious but very beautiful affair. It seemed to me – and I proved right – that something precious was being offered me and that I was offering something that might be thought precious . . . I should have been right to take the plunge, because if you pass life by it’s jolly well going to pass you by in the future. If you’re frightened it’s all right – that’s no harm; fear is an emotion. But by some trick of the nerves I happen not to be frightened.’ 

The second great love of his life was the English policeman Bob Buckingham whom he met in 1930; the affair continued, perhaps even intensified, after Buckingham’s marriage. Buckingham divided his time between his wife and Forster. Mrs Buckingham cared for Forster when he was dying.

The richness of Forster’s personal life after the writing of Maurice might have made the novel itself seem pale for him, a part of history. Also, the very themes rehearsed in the novel – questions of class and the efforts to restrict and liberate the spirit from convention – were revisited in A Passage to India, the novel that solidified Forster’s reputation. 

Thus, for more than half a century, Maurice languished, dedicated to a happier year. Forster was never sure how it might end; he made various changes to the final images and scenes. Maurice became, on publication, a monument to a moment when change seemed possible, when an ordinary man, not sensuous beyond the norm, faced an extraordinary challenge both timidly and with persistence. 

Maurice was, as Forster writes, ‘an average man, and could have won an average fight, but Nature had pitted him against the extraordinary, which only saints can subdue unaided, and he began to lose ground.’ He knew, however, as Forster soon would, that he and the man he loved ‘must live outside class, without relations or money’. But the knowledge that ‘England belonged to them’ would be his salvation. It would also be, for the author and for early readers, a kind of prophecy.

Colm Tóibín, 2024


Part One


Chapter 1

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

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

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

 

From this to the boys.

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

‘When you have quite finished—!’

‘Sir!’

‘I’m going to walk with Hall alone.’

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

‘Well, Hall, expecting a pi-jaw, eh?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Anything else?’

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

‘Did Mr Abrahams say how?’

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

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

‘No.’

‘Did you ask him?’

‘No, sir.’

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

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

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

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

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Have you any elder brothers?’

‘No, sir – only Ada and Kitty.’

‘Any uncles?’

‘No.’

‘So you don’t know many men?’

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

‘How old are you?’

‘Fourteen and three quarters.’

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

‘Did he, sir?’

‘Shall I tell you what it was?’

‘Please, sir.’

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

‘No, sir.’

‘Not a word?’

‘No, sir.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Oh sir!’ He smiled with pleasure.

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2

Maurice’s mother lived near London, in a comfortable villa among some pines. There he and his sisters had been born, and thence his father had gone up to business every day, thither returning. They nearly left when the church was built, but they became accustomed to it, as to everything, and even found it a convenience. Church was the only place Mrs Hall had to go to – the shops delivered. The station was not far either, nor was a tolerable day school for the girls. It was a land of facilities, where nothing had to be striven for, and success was indistinguishable from failure.

Maurice liked his home, and recognized his mother as its presiding genius. Without her there would be no soft chairs or food or easy games, and he was grateful to her for providing so much, and loved her. He liked his sisters also. When he arrived they ran out with cries of joy, took off his great-coat and dropped it for the servants on the floor of the hall. It was nice to be the centre of attraction and show off about school. His Guatemala stamps were admired – so were ‘Those Holy Fields’ and a Holbein photograph that Mr Ducie had given him. After tea the weather cleared, and Mrs Hall put on her goloshes and walked with him round the grounds. They went kissing one another and conversing aimlessly.

‘Morrie . . .’

‘Mummie . . .’

‘Now I must give my Morrie a lovely time.’

‘Where’s George?’

‘Such a splendid report from Mr Abrahams. He says you remind him of your poor father . . . Now what shall we do these holidays?’

‘I like here best.’

‘Darling boy . . .’ She embraced him, more affectionately than ever.

‘There is nothing like home, as everyone finds. Yes, tomatoes—’ she liked reciting the names of vegetables. ‘Tomatoes, radishes, broccoli, onions—’

‘Tomatoes, broccoli, onions, purple potatoes, white potatoes,’ droned the little boy.

‘Turnip-tops—’

‘Mother, where’s George?’

‘He left last week.’

‘Why did George leave?’ he asked.

‘He was getting too old. Howell always changes the boy every two years.’

‘Oh.’

‘Turnip-tops,’ she continued, ‘potatoes again, beetroot – Morrie, how would you like to pay a little visit to grandpapa and Aunt Ida if they ask us? I want you to have a very nice time this holiday, dear – you have been so good, but then Mr Abrahams is such a good man; you see, your father was at his school too, and we are sending you to your father’s old public school too – Sunnington – in order that you may grow up like your dear father in every way.’

A sob interrupted her.

‘Morrie, darling—’

The little boy was in tears.

‘My pet, what is it?’

‘I don’t know . . . I don’t know . . .’

‘Why, Maurice . . .’

He shook his head. She was grieved at her failure to make him happy, and began to cry too. The girls ran out, exclaiming, ‘Mother, what’s wrong with Maurice?’

‘Oh, don’t,’ he wailed. ‘Kitty, get out—’

‘He’s overtired,’ said Mrs Hall – her explanation for everything.

‘I’m overtired.’

‘Come to your room, Morrie – Oh my sweet, this is really too dreadful.’

‘No – I’m all right.’ He clenched his teeth, and a great mass of sorrow that had overwhelmed him by rising to the surface began to sink. He could feel it going down into his heart until he was conscious of it no longer. ‘I’m all right.’ He looked around him fiercely and dried his eyes. ‘I’ll play Halma, I think.’ Before the pieces were set, he was talking as before; the childish collapse was over.

He beat Ada, who worshipped him, and Kitty, who did not, and then ran into the garden again to see the coachman. ‘How d’ye do, Howell. How’s Mrs Howell? How d’ye do, Mrs Howell,’ and so on, speaking in a patronizing voice, different from that he used to gentlefolks. Then altering back, ‘Isn’t it a new garden boy?’

‘Yes, Master Maurice.’

‘Was George too old?’

‘No, Master Maurice. He wanted to better himself.’

‘Oh, you mean he gave notice.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Mother said he was too old and you gave him notice.’

‘No, Master Maurice.’

‘My poor woodstacks’ll be glad,’ said Mrs Howell. Maurice and the late garden boy had been used to play about in them.

‘They are Mother’s woodstacks, not yours,’ said Maurice and went indoors. The Howells were not offended, though they pretended to be so to one another. They had been servants all their lives, and liked a gentleman to be a snob. ‘He has quite a way with him already,’ they told the cook. ‘More like his father.’

The Barrys, who came to dinner, were of the same opinion. Dr Barry was an old friend, or rather neighbour, of the family, and took a moderate interest in them. No one could be deeply interested in the Halls. Kitty he liked – she had hints of grit in her – but the girls were in bed, and he told his wife afterwards that Maurice ought to have been there too. ‘And stop there all his life. As he will. Like his father. What is the use of such people?’

When Maurice did go to bed, it was reluctantly. That room always frightened him. He had been such a man all the evening, but the old feeling came over him as soon as his mother had kissed him good night. The trouble was the looking-glass. He did not mind seeing his face in it, nor casting a shadow on the ceiling, but he did mind seeing his shadow on the ceiling reflected in the glass. He would arrange the candle so as to avoid the combination, and then dare himself to put it back and be gripped with fear. He knew what it was, it reminded him of nothing horrible. But he was afraid. In the end he would dash out the candle and leap into bed. Total darkness he could bear, but this room had the further defect of being opposite a street lamp. On good nights the light would penetrate the curtains unalarmingly, but sometimes blots like skulls fell over the furniture. His heart beat violently, and he lay in terror, with all his household close at hand.

As he opened his eyes to look whether the blots had grown smaller, he remembered George. Something stirred in the unfathomable depths of his heart. He whispered, ‘George, George.’ Who was George? Nobody – just a common servant. Mother and Ada and Kitty were far more important. But he was too little to argue thus. He did not even know that when he yielded to this sorrow he overcame the spectral and fell asleep.
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