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‘Take me, take me! I am a prisoner too’





‘Take me, take me! I am a prisoner too’ – I kept calling this out as I ran down the road, with other absurd words of the same kind and tears of terror. But it was one of those long, foreign roads that run forever up and down hills and valleys, and as fast as I panted to the top of each rise the long column of prisoners in front strung over the next rise: I would never catch them up, and their uniforms, so clear and recognizable, were beginning to blur as the light of the evening went. Not one of them looked back, nor a single one of their guards, though I cursed them and shouted until my lungs split: ‘Don’t leave me! I am a cartographer. I am an enemy. I am a prisoner’ – and so on, until I had lost so much breath that my legs gave up and left me choking and crying in a dusk that terrified me.


A soldier stepped out suddenly from the side of the road and held up one hand, to stop me: I was never more thankful to obey though certain he would shoot me on the spot. ‘I am a prisoner too – I am with those in front’ I called as he came closer; and keeping my arms raised above my head, I tried wildly to show where I should be. But he didn’t understand a word, and wasn’t interested in understanding: he just looked me up and down in such a hard way that my miserable legs gave in completely and dumped me in the middle of the dusty road, a heap of tears and fright.


He gave a snort that was contemptuous but sympathetic enough, and putting down a large, scarred hand, he pulled my glasses off, folded them carefully and put them in his shirt pocket. Then, he made me get up and walk in front of him, which I did, feeling stronger in the legs now that there was more hope of going to prison safely.


I could see nothing of the column now, without my glasses: even the trees that lined the verge passed me only one by one and the road surface turned into littered patches of dusty, broken metal. My escort trudged along behind me at a farm-hand’s pace and whistled as he went – an ordinary, stupid creature, as his whistling showed, but a comfort to me whose terror was of brutes who would beat me to death. But I left well alone and never looked round, so I never saw his face again.


It was soon dark and I could see nothing any more except an occasional tear in the road under my feet and the trunk of a poplar when I wandered too close to the verge. We walked for hours, my escort and I, with only his stupid whistling for company and the beat of his big boots. I was horribly tired, but fright kept me moving: I felt that so long as we plodded on I would be safe from shooting. What’s more, one can’t feel terrified every second; each time I felt safer, my nerves rested and my brain stopped imagining new ways of being murdered. What I pictured most now was my companions – or whatever you call people who were never your friends – reaching, and standing outside, some laager or wired camp: while they waited, I would catch up with them; a gate would open, and we would file in.


It happened differently. On coming over a rise, I saw a huge light suddenly, shining on a gate in a high wall. I had hardly seen it when the gate slowly swung to, the light was cut off in an instant and I was in total darkness again. I guessed at once – and I was quite right – that the whole column was now inside that wall and that nothing in the world would open that gate again tonight to admit me, or bring on that huge white light to see me in.


While I shook and trembled in the loneliness of being shut out from safety, my escort showed worry and puzzlement too. He shouted to one or two dim, passing figures, but got no helpful answer from them. Then, he held me firmly from behind by one shoulder, and shouted again; but getting no answer at all, he pushed me forward, making irritated gruntings, and we passed away from the wall and up what appeared to be a good gravel track. I could vaguely see a wide verandah ahead when he stopped me, and shouted again: but when there was still no answer, the poor booby began to mutter and swear, as if he had no idea what to do next. At last, putting his hand on my shoulder again, he pushed me onto my knees, shook me a few times with threatening noises – which I well understood were about what would happen if I moved one inch – and shuffled off and left me.


I stayed exactly where I was, as still and stiff as a piece of furniture. I heard a lot of men passing to and fro along the verandah, sometimes one person’s quick walk, sometimes a group, talking, laughing and humming. Doors opened and closed giving sudden flashes of light, but otherwise everything was completely dark and I couldn’t see more than a foot from my eyes.


It was like this for ages, except that soon no more steps sounded on the verandah and no lights flashed any more. The autumn night got cold (temp, approx. 40 deg. F.) and a light wind, coming in from the east, made sure of frost before dawn. I could not imagine anybody arriving to march me into prison at this hour, but as I could see no sign at all of any substitute for prison I felt miserably alone and frightened – particularly as I found it physically impossible to go on kneeling: I had to pump my legs and arms simply to keep my blood moving.


I got a bad fright when a light suddenly appeared: I thought it was the first light of morning, which frightened me with thoughts of what would happen when I was found. But it was only the half-moon, coming up as the frost came down, and though it was too weak to light up more than steps leading up to the verandah, it did show me that the gravel under me was a garden path and that just to one side of me there was an object which gave off reflections of the moonlight. I must have been in a semi-stupid state as well as half-blind, because it was a long time before I managed to make sense out of this object and recognize it for my favourite place – a greenhouse.


God knows, I was frightened to move from where I was, but the greenhouse was only a few feet away, and the more I thought the matter over the more I felt that I had better creep into it. It might keep me from half freezing to death and it would serve as a temporary prison at least. No man who wanted to hide would choose to do so in a greenhouse: when they saw me there in daylight it would be clear that far from trying to run away I was showing plainly every hope of being shut up.


I got up very cautiously and when the blood was back in my legs I got to the greenhouse door in a quick crawl. It was a job to open it, but I managed and found myself in a frightfully neglected place that had obviously not been used since the parent house was commandeered. There were huge spiders-webs in the faint moonlight, and there was cracked and broken glass lying everywhere with the east wind blowing in at the empty panes. There were some filthy old pots strewn over the floor, and on the staging nothing whatever except one wretched little pot full of mouldy earth and a Mediterranean house-leek sprouting out of the top of it, its rosettes just starting to shine in the mild frost. It was a very small greenhouse and a door at the far end opened into a little shed – the perfect attachment to a greenhouse, as I had been telling ignorant people for years, yet this was one of the few times I had come across it, which struck me even in my shivering state as surprising and strange.


I closed the door that led into the shed, so it would be clear that I had not the slightest intention of trying to hide, and then sat down on a dirty old wooden chair to wait for my arrest in the morning. I remember thinking two things: that it would be a shame to lose the house-leek when a sheet of newspaper would be enough to keep the frost off it (I found a piece under the staging and laid it on) and that I could never get a wink of sleep with the frost falling and the east wind blowing through the empty panes. Then I went fast asleep at once.


I was woken up in the morning by noise and sunshine. The sun was already pretty well up and beginning to warm the greenhouse: the noise came chiefly from the verandah, only five yards away, where the business of last night was starting up again. Officers, looking very trim indeed, passed up and down with the fast, gliding walk that all their soldiers had, and from time to time an NCO or private soldier swept by even faster, as if he had been ordered to deliver a message. When I looked the other way, I thought I could see very vaguely the prison-camp where I had hoped to pass the rest of the war, but without my glasses I could only suppose.


I was very hungry, very stiff and still very cold. I was also well frightened all over again because my position – an enemy soldier sitting unguarded in a glass house – was so unlike a correct military situation. At first, naturally, I noted every soldier who went down the verandah as one who might come and arrest me, and tortured myself, as I stared at him, with fancies as to what sort of brute he would turn out to be and how savagely he would pounce on me. But after a few hours of this, it came home to me that I was simply not being seen by anybody at all. Nobody could have been more obvious than I was, stuck up miserably on my wooden chair, and yet not a soul ever threw an eye in my direction, or, if he did, picked me out from my surroundings. One young officer jumped down the verandah steps and went off down the gravel path at speed, but he never so much as glanced into my greenhouse, nor did half a dozen others who came up or down the same path. By noon, I was feeling desperate, because it was clear that the next move ought to be mine: I had only to get up and shout when the next soldier passed and my arrest would come at once. But although I kept picking men who had friendly faces and looked decent sorts, and tried to wave an arm or shout to them, I was always too frightened to act, and my call or wave always began just as they were disappearing. One man did, indeed, hear me call and, turning round, not only looked from left to right with a frown but straight into my eyes: this terrified the life out of me, and when at last he went off like the rest, I felt weak with relief and gratitude.


What with fear, hunger, stiffness and despair, I was in a very miserable state as the afternoon came and went and the dark came down again just as it had done twenty-four hours ago, when I was marched down the long road. I longed for it to get dark, so that I could get off my chair without being seen, and I longed to be seen before it got too dark to be seen at all. When it did, at last, get pretty dark, I couldn’t decide if it was really dark enough to hide me, if I moved, because I still felt that I must be the most obvious thing in the world. At last, I plucked up enough courage to wave my arms when anybody passed, but I began doing so only when people had pretty well stopped passing and would not, in any case, have been able to see my arms.


The thought of spending another hungry night alone in the cold glass-house was bad enough, but what frightened me was how much angrier they would be with me if they found me on the second day having missed me on the first. First, they would think my story ridiculous and knock me about as a spy and a liar. Then, when they realized it must be true, their indignation at not having spotted me in broad daylight might be quite dreadful: far from taking me prisoner, they would shoot me to cover their shame.


When it was pitch-dark, I got up slowly from my wooden chair – and fell flat on the ground, so weak I was by now. Exactly the same cold east wind as last night’s was coming through the gaps in the panes and the same light frost was taking hold. I hardly knew what to do, because I couldn’t bear the thought of another night under glass but hardly dared go into the wooden shed, which would be much warmer but would convince anyone who found me there that I was hiding from arrest, not praying for it. But when I saw the first signs of the half-moon coming up again, I felt so much terror of being spotted by somebody that I got the shed door open and crawled in as quietly as I could. All of which must sound absurd – to crave to be arrested yet be too frightened to allow it to happen – but all behaviour is both quite natural and quite absurd when one is shivering with fear and confident that any act one does will turn out to be the last.


I was not able to get very far into the little shed while it was still dark because I could feel obstructions but see nothing. But when the moon got high it lit the shed up a good deal as well as the greenhouse and I could see where I was, and take stock. Sitting in the doorway, on the earth floor, I found everything exactly as I expected it to be and felt a sharp burst of a long-standing indignation.


Wretched, ungrateful, human beasts who call themselves lovers of plants and gardens but, once the summer has gone, treat their sheds and greenhouses as repositories for their cast-off muck and despicable rubbish! Map-making is my work, but the greenhouse has always been my passionate life, so I am well acquainted with those who claim a share in my passion. One in a hundred is interested in putting plants in his glass-house for winter rearing or protection, but to ninety-nine this precious and delicate building is only an outlet for their drifting laziness and stupidity. Deck-chairs with ripped canvas, muddy tennis-balls, warped racquets with snapped lengths of gut, collapsed sun umbrellas, rusting iron tea-tables, tennis shoes with no laces, mallets, magazines, chipped crockery, unspeakable cushions, odd scraps of lino, garden-string, plant labels – all are chucked and shoved recklessly under glass to be picked out and dusted off again when springtime brings the sun back. The wretched beasts who had lived here before the war had been no exception to this general, sordid rule: all the things I have listed were found crushed into the shed or thrown on the glass-house floor: all they had added as a personal touch of filthiness was one of papa’s old pipes, a Turkish fez, a church hassock and a well-chipped Madonna. An effort had been made even to force the small garden roller through the house and into the shed, but strength failing to get it over the lintel it had been driven with a shrug into one of the lower panes of glass and left there, a perfect solid object on which to heap further trash such as plastic toys and a bicycle wheel. In short, I found here the very shambles I most detested and despised in the human race, which is why, I suppose, although I was shivering and trembling with cold, fear, and hunger, I felt disgust and contempt for the wretched mass of people who abuse useful things and make the pleasures of summer the toxic filth of winter.


It was a little warmer in the shed and I was, frankly, grateful for some of the muck I found there and used to cover my legs and shoulders. But just how I spent the night there, I can’t describe, because I was becoming, I think, a little delirious, and at some point went to sleep again, my legs sticking out onto the greenhouse floor, covered with cheap magazines and the canvas of a deck-chair.


I was found in this position soon after dawn. An early soldier, coming up the path to the house, was my discoverer – and thank God I was spared the terror of seeing him spot me and the horror of watching him approach. He woke me up with a gun in my face – which was terrifying enough – and while holding it there let out bellows and roars that brought two guards and a junior officer running at top speed.


The young officer was spruce and brisk: he ordered me onto my feet with a flick of his thumb, but finding at once that I couldn’t walk or stand he ordered one of the guards to climb over me into the shed and pick me up by the shoulders, which the hefty animal did immediately, bashing the side of my face with his boot as he jumped over. The other guard took my legs, the young officer kicked cushions, fez and magazines out of the way, and I was carried out and up onto the verandah. From there, I went through a door that was open to receive me, and was dumped on a bench in a small room. I fell off it at once, and was put back promptly and held upright against the wall by one of the guards.


The young officer shot out and came back very soon with one of his seniors, a heavy-faced thug whose appearance would have scared me out of my wits if I had not been almost too weak to feel terror any more. The two of them talked at a great rate for some moments, showing both astonishment and indignation at finding me there, and they listened in very cold silence when the soldier who had spotted me was brought in and told his story. By the time he had finished, they were really angry and stared at me as if I were one of the filthy bits of muck that the greenhouse was so full of. They both addressed me in very sharp, abrupt words, but I was too feeble and frightened to do anything but shake my head and say ‘Pardon’ repeatedly – the only word that is truly international.


The older officer, with a final disgusted grunt, left the room; the younger one, after looking me over carefully, gave an order to one of the guards, who went out and came back with some soup and bread. At first, this guard fed me himself, impatiently shoving the spoon into my cheek as if dosing a dog, but after a minute he snapped at me and pushed the spoon into my hand, so that I went on eating alone, chewing on the bread and slowly swallowing the soup, while my head swayed wretchedly from side to side. But after a few minutes I began to feel the benefit of the food, and I remember thinking to myself: ‘They are making me strong, so as to shoot me better,’ which set my teeth chattering.


The contempt on their faces as they watched me finish my food was at least encouraging: the more they thought of me as a strayed worm or caterpillar, the less seriously, it seemed to me, they would consider me worth shooting. But their contempt turned out to be nothing more than disgust for my cowardice, and I realized as soon as I had swallowed my last crumbs that they had no intention of dismissing the situation as an odd accident.


I was got up from my bench and marched into the next room, where the older officer had sat himself behind a table and given himself two aides, who sat on either side of him. One of these was an interpreter, who began by asking me all the routine questions – name, number, rank, regiment, and so on. This completed, he began on the serious stuff, and I was provided with a chair, the better to answer him.




Q: Explain shortly how you came to be in a glasshouse.


A: Pardon, please! I was left outside it by the soldier who captured me.


Q: What soldier captured you?


A: Pardon, but I don’t know. A soldier who found me on the road, after the others had been taken prisoners.


Q: This soldier captured you and imprisoned you in the greenhouse?


A: No. He left me near it and went away. It was cold, so I went in.


Q: This is a ridiculous story. Would you like to change it – before it is too late?


A: Pardon, I swear it’s true, it really is.


Q: What would you say if we checked on your lying by finding this soldier and asking him to corroborate it?


A: Pardon, I wish you would: please do exactly as you wish.





The young officer was sent off to do this business, in which nobody believed. The interpreter started again:




Q: How long was it from the time this imaginary soldier captured you and our discovery of your hiding-place this morning?


A: He left me here the day before yesterday, in the evening.


Q: Where did you spend yesterday?


A: In the greenhouse.


Q: In the shed, you mean?


A: No, pardon, not in the shed. I didn’t go into the shed because you would think I was trying to hide.


Q: We think that still. Don’t you?


A: I swear, I really do swear – all yesterday I was in the greenhouse.


Q: Lying on the floor – camouflaged as part of the rubbish?


A: Sitting in the chair – just sitting in the chair.


Q: It takes us only a few minutes to shoot a spy. But if they are wise spies – spies who are frank with us – we decide sometimes not to shoot them at all…. Where were you yesterday?


A: On the greenhouse chair. Please, please, I promise you!


Q: This is a very tedious charade. With every lie you add to it you step closer to the hole in the ground you are going to … Now, think again, Mr Cartographer-so-called … Do you ask us to believe that you sat all day on that greenhouse chair and were not observed?


A: What else can I ask, when it’s true? I hoped and prayed to be observed …


Q: Why?


A: Why, because I hoped to go to prison.





There was some unpleasant laughter at this, but I noticed to my terror that I was being looked at with more respect, as if I were a brave fellow doing his best to spin a yarn.




Q: Mr Spy. If the first part of your story is in any way true, why were you not captured with the rest of the 3rd Battalion?


A: I got in a panic and hid in a cupboard. Then, after they were marched off, I realized I had been a fool, and ran after them.


Q: When you were briefed, before you started on all these strange travels, what were you told about this house? What importance was it said to have?


A: I never dreamt there was this house.


Q: Then will you, pray, accept our congratulations on waking up to it?





There were more smiles at this, and increased respect for me.




Q: Well, my poor fellow, you will be going the way of others like you in a few minutes. Have you really nothing helpful to tell us?


A: I am not in this war at all! I swear! I am a victim, not a soldier.


A: No, you are not a soldier, you are a spy. But you are wearing the uniform of a soldier – which means a coffin, as you know … Now … tell me again, where did you spend yesterday? I shall not ask again.


A: On the greenhouse chair – I swear by God!





I cannot say how high their regard for my courage might not have risen had the young officer not returned at this moment. They looked at him in a casual way at first, and then, noticing that his expression was deeply serious, they waited for him to speak with attention. I knew at once that he had found my stupid soldier and that my story had been confirmed.


After listening to him once, they made him repeat his report and asked him certain questions, keeping very quiet and controlled as they did so. But when they had finished with him and could no longer doubt what he told them, they quite forgot that I was in the room. They sent men running to bring in yesterday’s guards: they got to their feet and exchanged short remarks that they could hardly bear to speak. Every so often, one of them let loose a sort of blaring neigh – and every so often one of them remembered me as the cause of the catastrophe and fixed me with an eye that had lost the power to focus. Soldiers were marched in: I was pointed out to them: they shook their heads and were marched out. This went on for a couple of hours, until they had run out of victims and were obliged to sit down and recognize their own official responsibility for so much shame. I am sure that nothing was made better for them by the fact that they had my word – which they now believed – that I had done everything that cowardice would permit to help them maintain their reputation for efficiency and spryness.


If there had been anything I could have said to improve this situation, I would have come out with it at once, because I felt in more fear of my life at this moment than I had at any time before. But the more I felt this fear, the more I shook and trembled, and the more I did so the more loathing and indignation I worked up in them. For some time they seemed to need me in the room, like doubting Thomases, but once they reached the stage where there was no denying me, they got me out of their sight and I was put back on my bench in the ante-room. Here, I was fed again by a corporal, like a slug being given poisoned bran.


They went on talking among themselves, but apart from their voices there were no sounds in the house. But in the middle of the afternoon, somebody arrived and came swinging down the verandah talking in a strong, cheerful voice: he swept in next door where the ghouls sat and, surprised but still cheerful in his tone, asked, I suppose, if he could share the secret of their funeral.


I heard them tell for the next hour. He only interrupted to ask questions at intervals and though he spoke shortly and sharply his voice stayed spirited and he even hummed a short tune. Being used by now to a general dirge, I started trembling again and wished I had had the courage to have kept everybody’s spirits high in the first place by agreeing to be a secret agent.


At last, the young officer opened my door and I was led in. The new arrival was sitting pretty casually in the principal chair, but I only needed one look at him to know that his easiness was a mark of rank. The officer who had interrogated me before appeared now to be obviously a ‘Second’ – one of those square, dogged people who spend most of their lives either fearing promotion or wondering why they never got it. But the general atmosphere was much more cheerful and agreeable, as if a way had been found to disperse the shame. The door onto the verandah had been opened and the interpreter was told to ask me:




Q: Can you see through that door?


A: Not very far, without my spectacles.


Q: Where are your spectacles?


A: The man who captured me put them in his pocket.


Q: Can you see that man on the verandah now?


A: I think I see his form, though not his face.


Q: Very well. One moment, if you please.





My soldier’s figure disappeared from sight, followed by a squad of riflemen. We all sat in silence for some minutes until the rifles went off. Soon after, the young officer came in, carrying my spectacles. The interpreter began again:




Q: Are these your property?


A: Yes, certainly, they are certainly mine.


Q: Are they in good order?


A: Oh, pardon, I am sure they are.


Q: Do you care to put them on?


A: Oh, thank you.


Q: Can you see better?


A: Oh, much better, thank you.


Q: How can a man who trembles like you draw maps?


A: I don’t know. It is only my living.





There was general amusement at this, as if everyone was feeling happier now and shame all but buried.




Q: So you have come to stay with us, have you?


A: I did my best to be arrested.


Q: The colonel suggests that your best was not very intelligent?


A: Oh, no, that is quite right.


Q: When you stand up with your glasses on, can you see the prison where your friends are?


A: Yes, I can see it.


Q: The Commandant of the prison has got wind of you and is expecting you. He has your bed aired.


A: Oh, thank you very much.





They were very well pleased with this: it does not take much to restore military esteem.




Q: The Colonel thinks, however, that for the time being you might be happier in your greenhouse. Do you agree?


A: I agree to anything.


Q: The Colonel says that when he first heard your story, he was quite sure it must be rubbish. But after one look at you, he was equally sure that it must be true …





Here they laughed continuously for a long time.






So he does not regard you as a dangerous man, but he would like to know if you are aware of what happened to the soldier who brought and left you here?





A: Yes, most certainly.


Q: And he assumes that you have no dearer aim in life than that of avoiding being shot the same way?


A: Yes, certainly.


Q: He bids you ‘Good afternoon’ then, thanks you for your ready cooperation – and asks if it will continue until he has decided what to do with you?


A: Oh, yes, I swear, I swear. I am very grateful.





They then left the room, led by the colonel, who seemed entirely delighted by the way things had gone. I was taken back to the greenhouse and a bucket for my use pushed through the back door of the shed.


*


All was the same as forty-eight hours ago – the dusk falling, the east wind coming up, the thermometer dropping (approx. 36 deg.). But they had gone through all the muck in the shed and the greenhouse very efficiently: it was all there, still, but arranged and ordered in files, in the military way, so that there was far more room than there had been before. I was given some disinfectant powder to throw on my droppings, and then two army blankets and a waterproof sheet. This sounds generous, and even friendly, but I remember thinking that military acts are not what they seem to be. One’s disinfection only matters because it stops one’s germs reaching people of importance, and a rubber sheet is to prevent government blankets from having to be replaced. But I didn’t spend much time thinking of their motives. The only thought in my mind was how I could please them and impress them with my obedient behaviour, to make my life more secure.


Not being fools, they took care now to see that their guards included the greenhouse in their patrols. I took note of two of the guards that night. One had a black eye and a horribly bruised ear, the other had a nose swollen up to a huge size and his whole face was inflamed. Every fifteen minutes after nightfall one or other of them opened the greenhouse door and looked me over with a torch, before continuing his round: in this way, they impressed on themselves the importance of keeping an eye on me, and impressed on me the sort of punishment that was handed out to men who had not done their duty. These two battered men were kept on guard the whole night through, in constant movement for twelve hours: by morning, they could hardly stand. I never saw them again after that.


I was brought a proper evening meal, including thin beer. They brought me no knife, but my dirty predecessors had left behind three putty-knives, brown and caked, for me to choose from. I cleaned my plate and mug very thoroughly with dirt off the floor and left them neatly just inside the greenhouse door. This was done to please them, of course, but acts of cleanliness also come naturally to a person who takes greenhouse hygiene seriously. I put the rubber sheet longwise down the exact centre of the shed, and left the door into the greenhouse open, so that my figure could be plainly seen, stretched out.


I am sure I didn’t sleep at all that night, nor was it the flashing of a guard’s torch every quarter of an hour that kept me awake. I simply found that as soon as I lay down, I trembled all over and couldn’t stop. I kept thinking of how my glasses had been returned to me and how strange they had felt when I put them on after two days without them: I knew this strangeness was normal, as it is with false teeth that have been taken out too long, but it was all mixed in my mind with the soldier’s taking them from me and folding them away in his breast pocket, and the sound of the rifles going off after they had been taken from him again. I kept driving myself silly by hearing his loud, loutish whistling and the trudge of his boots, and whenever I did so, I got the shakes and my stomach heaved and rumbled. I kept telling myself that I was safer now, probably, than I had been at any other moment in the last two days, but this was no consolation at all; the whistling and trudging went on and on in my ears, the rifles of the firing squad went off at regular intervals, and again and again the young officer came in and handed me back my folded glasses. From time to time, in this sleepless worry, the guard’s torch would flash and I would see a bit of a bashed face reflected in the dirty, moonlit glass as he turned away: then, the pointlessness of keeping me alive and unharmed would agitate me through and through and I would fancy my glasses being taken off again and folded away for the last time, and hear my own screams as I was propped up in front of the rifles. And so it went all night, one horrible scene after another, real and imaginary, until the sun showed up and the shaking guards, white under their red bruises, were marched away by a corporal.


For breakfast, I got a mug of chicory coffee and a good hunk of the rough sort of bread that I have always considered the precious answer to constipation. The humidity in the greenhouse was high, in spite of the holes in the panes, and as I drank my coffee and rubbed away at my cloudy spectacles the glass round me sweated in the rising sun and the wet surface shrank into numberless moist patches surrounded by grime and dirty webs. I saw suddenly the big prison camp below me and could watch the prisoners coming out to work in the cool sunshine, all in batches, looking as disciplined as usual. They were under the orders of their own NCOs, who shouted at them as loudly and pompously as they had always done, so that as I sat over my mug and saw their marching figures through the smeary glass, I could hear my mother-tongue bellowed into the enemy air as if there had been no change and no surrender, and their prison no more than another barracks. But I was a good deal changed myself, because I shuddered to hear the bellowing and dreaded the thought that at any minute I might be hauled from my windy shed and boxed up again with the rest. Not that such fears ever stayed the same for long, because each time I thought of the cheerful brutality of the men around me, all my shakes and trembles began again: in fact, whether I looked at the house on my left or the prison on my right, I could feel nothing but terror of an enemy – enemy friends, enemy foes – and the fear that one or other would kill or flog me in the end.


While these thoughts were going through my head I had noticed a handful of enemy guards leave the camp by the big gate and swing down the road. I watched them only very idly, having so many worries on my wretched mind, so it was only when they reached the bottom of the gravel path that my heart jumped and I realized that they were probably coming for me. Having exchanged the usual absurd ritual with the house guards, they turned, sure enough, up the path, and in a minute were halted at attention so close to me that my hair stood on end.


They were commanded by a sergeant, who carried an envelope. This was conveyed into the house. The squad remained at attention, looking straight ahead, but the sergeant allowed himself the privilege of turning his head and, slowly and carefully, staring into the greenhouse and looking me up and down with the most horrifying eye I have seen in any man’s face. If he had spoken one word, or even crooked one finger at me, I would somehow have got to my feet and crawled the few yards that separated us; but he gave me no sign at all, except for the ugliness in his eyes, so I sat like a stone in my chair, cold all over with terror.


At last, the young officer came down the verandah and stood at the top of the steps into the garden: he, too, carried a neat, stiff envelope. The sergeant saluted him very smartly, and the young man returned the salute with one of his own – very correct and very distasteful, as if saluting, in such a circumstance, could not be done without neuralgic pain. He spoke a few words to the sergeant in a voice that was high and clear but like a Chinaman’s mew, and when the sergeant answered, firmly but respectfully, he listened with all the civility that rudeness can imply. He then gave a couple of short mews by way of answer, and held out the envelope to the sergeant, holding it between two fingers. The sergeant came up the steps to take it and managed without much loss of dignity to catch it as it drifted from the fingers and began its journey to the ground. They then exchanged salutes again, the young officer’s not being noticeable as his back was to the sergeant and he was moving quickly away down the verandah.
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