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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I

         An American critic recently suggested* that Jill contained the first example of that characteristic landmark of the British post-war novel, the displaced working-class hero. If this is true (and it sounds fair trend-spotter’s comment), the book may hold sufficient historical interest to justify republication. But again, if it is true, I feel bound to say that it was unintentional. In 1940 our impulse was still to minimize social differences rather than exaggerate them. My hero’s background, though an integral part of the story, was not what the story was about.

         As a matter of fact, the Oxford of that autumn was singularly free from such traditional distinctions. The war (American readers may need reminding) was then in its second year. Conscription had begun with the twenties and upwards, but everyone knew that before long the nineteens and the eighteens would take their turn. In the meantime, undergraduates liable for service could expect three or four terms at the most: if they wished then to become officers, they drilled with the un-uniformed Officers’ Training Corps half a day a week (later they got uniforms and drilled a day and a half a week).

         Life in college was austere. Its pre-war pattern had been dispersed, in some instances permanently. Everyone paid the same fees (in our case, 12s. a day) and ate the same meals. Because of Ministry of Food regulations, the town could offer little in the way of luxurious eating and drinking, and college festivities, such as commemoration balls, had been suspended for the duration. Because of petrol rationing, nobody ran a car. Because of clothes rationing, it was difficult to dress stylishly. There was still coal in the bunkers outside our rooms, but fuel rationing was soon to remove it. It became a routine after ordering one’s books in viiiBodley after breakfast to go and look for a cake or cigarette queue. 

         With new men coming up every term, too, there was hardly any such thing as a freshman, and distinctions of seniority blurred. Traditional types such as aesthete and hearty were pruned relentlessly back. The younger dons were mostly on war service, and their elders were too busy or too remote to establish contact with us – often, in fact, the men of one college would share a tutor with another, whom they would never see socially at all. Perhaps the most difficult thing to convey was the almost-complete suspension of concern for the future. There were none of the pressing dilemmas of teaching or Civil Service, industry or America, publishing or journalism: in consequence, there was next to no careerism. National affairs were going so badly, and a victorious peace was clearly so far off, that effort expended on one’s post-war prospects could hardly seem anything but a ludicrous waste of time.

         This was not the Oxford of Michael Fane and his fine bindings, or Charles Ryder and his plovers’ eggs. Nevertheless, it had a distinctive quality. A lack of douceur  was balanced by a lack of bêtises,  whether of college ceremonial or undergraduate extra­vagance (I still remember the shock during a visit to Oxford after the war of seeing an undergraduate in a sky-blue cloak and with hair down to his shoulders, and of realizing that all that was starting again), and I think our perspectives were truer as a result. At an age when self-importance would have been normal, events cut us ruthlessly down to size.

         II

         I shared rooms with Noel Hughes, with whom I had just spent two disrespectful years in the Modern Sixth, but my tutorial-mate was a large pallid-faced stranger with a rich Bristolian accent, whose preposterous skirling laugh was always ready to salute his own outrages. Norman had little use for self-or any other kind of discipline, and it was not uncommon, on returning from a nine ixo’clock lecture, to find him still in his dressing-gown, having missed breakfast by some ninety minutes, plucking disconsolately at a dry loaf and drinking milkless tea. To learn where I had been (Blunden, perhaps, on Biography) did nothing to raise his spirits: ‘That bugger’s a waste of time … I’m better than that bugger.’ His eye falling on his empty cup, he would pitch its dregs messily into the grate, further discouraging the fire, before reaching again for the teapot. ‘A gentleman,’ he would aphorize with dignity, “never drinks the lees of his wine.’

         Norman at once set about roughing-up my general character and assumptions. Any action or even word implying respect for qualities such as punctuality, prudence, thrift or respectability called forth a snarling roar like that of the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer lion and the accusation of bourgeoisisme;  ostentatious courtesy produced a falsetto celestial-choir effect, ostentatious sensibility the recommendation to ‘write a poem about it’. For a few weeks I uneasily counter-attacked along predictable lines: all right, suppose it was  hypocrisy, hypocrisy was necessary,  what would happen if everybody … After that I gave it up. Norman treated everyone like this: it made no difference to their liking for him. Indeed, his most hilarious mockeries were reserved for himself. Like the rest of us (excepting perhaps Noel), he was clearer about his dislikes than his likes, but while we were undergoing a process of adjustment Norman’s rejection of his new environment was total At first this strengthened his influence over us: as time went on, it tended to cut him off. Not in fact until he was with a Friends’ Unit in Poland after the war did he seem to be doing what he wanted.

         We quickly invented ‘the Yorkshire scholar’, a character embodying many of our prejudices, and conversed in his flat rapacious tones in going to and from our tutor, Gavin Bone. ‘You’re gettin’ the best education in the land, lad.’ ‘Ay, but you must cut your coat according to your cloth.’ ‘Had tea wi’ t’ Dean on Sunday – I showed him I’d been reading his book.’ ‘Never lose a chance to make a good impression.’ ‘What play have you written about?’ ‘King  Lear.  You see, I’ve DONE King  Lear.’   ‘Ay.’ x‘Ay.’ This comedy probably gave Norman more emotional release than myself, for he had been through the hands of the late R. W. Moore at Bristol Grammar School, but I was sufficiently acquainted with the climate of the scholarship year to enjoy keeping the game going. I cannot imagine what Gavin Bone thought of us. Already in failing health (he died in 1942), he treated us like a pair of village idiots who might if tried too hard turn nasty. The highest academic compliment I received as an undergraduate was ‘Mr Larkin can see a point, if it is explained to him’.

         During these first two terms our friends were mostly outside College; Norman had a group in Queen’s, while I kept up with other Old Coventrians or enjoyed jazz evenings with Frank Dixon of Magdalen and Dick Kidner of Christ Church. At the beginning of the Trinity Term, however, Norman, who had been idly looking over the notice-board in the lodge, hailed the mention of a newcomer, name of Amis.

         ‘I met him at Cambridge on a schol … He’s the hell of a good man.’

         ‘How is he?’

         ‘He shoots guns.’

         I did not understand this until later in the afternoon when as we were crossing the dusty first quadrangle a fair-haired young man came down staircase three and paused on the bottom step. Norman instantly pointed his right hand at him in the semblance of a pistol and uttered a short coughing bark to signify a shot – a shot not as in reality, but as it would sound from a worn sound­track on Saturday afternoon in the ninepennies.

         The young man’s reaction was immediate. Clutching his chest in a rictus of agony, he threw one arm up against the archway and began slowly crumpling downwards, fingers scoring the stone­work. Just as he was about to collapse on the piled-up laundry, however (Oxford laundries were at that time operating a system described by James Agate as collecting every two weeks and delivering every three, so that the place was generally littered with bundles in transit one way or the other), he righted himself and xitrotted over to us. ‘I’ve been working on this,’ he said, as soon as introductions were completed. ‘Listen. This is when you’re firing in a ravine.’

         We listened.

         ‘And this when you’re firing in a ravine and the bullet ricochets off a rock.’

         We listened again. Norman’s appreciative laughter skirled freely: I stood silent. For the first time I felt myself in the presence of a talent greater than my own.

         
             

         

         No one who knew Kingsley at that time would deny that what chiefly distinguished him was this genius for imaginative mimicry. It was not a BBC Variety Hour knack of ‘imitations’ (though in fact he had a very funny imitation of the man who used to imitate a car driving through a flock of sheep doing his imitation); rather, he used it as the quickest way of convincing you that something was horrible or boring or absurd – the local comrade (‘Eesa poincher see … assa poincher see’), the Irish tenor (‘the sarn wass dee-cli-neeng’), the University CSM (‘Goo on, seh’), a Russian radio announcer reading in English a bulletin from the eastern front (‘twelf field mortars’), his voice suffering slow distortion to unintelligibility followed by a sudden reversion to clarity (‘aberbera mumf mumf General von Paulus’). As time went on, his scope widened: ‘remind me’, a post-war letter ended, ‘to do Caesar  and  Cleopatra  for you.’ Films were always excellent material: the gangster film (with plenty of shooting), especially a version entirely peopled with figures from the University Faculty of English; the no-work film (this was largely silent); the U-boat film (‘Wir haben sie!’); and one that involved Humphrey Bogart flashing a torch round a cellar. One day after the war Kingsley, Graham Parkes and Nick Russel were strolling along to The Lamb and Flag when a motor-cyclist clearly with the same destination propped his machine against the kerb near by. When he had got some distance across the pavement towards the arch, Kingsley (I gather for want of something better to do) made his motor-bike-failing-to-start noise. The man stopped dead in his xiitracks and stared at his machine narrowly. Then he walked back and knelt down beside it. Some minutes later he entered the pub with a subdued expression on his face. Kingsley’s masterpiece, which was so demanding I heard him do it only twice, involved three subalterns, a Glaswegian driver and a jeep breaking down and refusing to restart somewhere in Germany. Both times I became incapable with laughter.

         From this time on my friends all seemed to be in College, and a photograph taken on the sunny lawn the following summer reminds me how much our daily exchanges were informed by Kingsley’s pantomimes. In the foreground crouches Kingsley himself, his face contorted to a hideous mask and holding an invisible dagger: ‘Japanese soldier,’ my note says, but I have forgotten why. Edward du Cann is withdrawing the safety pin from an invisible hand-grenade with his teeth (In  the  Rear  of  the Enemy,  one of Kingsley’s Russian documentaries); Norman and David Williams are doing the ‘first today’ routine,† Wally Widdowson has a curiously stiff thumbs-in-belt stance (‘Russian officer’ – was this part of In  the  Rear  of  the  Enemy), and David West (‘Roumanian officer’) is attempting to represent a contemporary saying that every Roumanian private had a Roumanian officer’s lipstick in his knapsack. The rest are engaged in the eternal gang warfare.

         This is not to say that Kingsley dominated us. Indeed, to some extent he suffered the familiar humorist’s fate of being unable to get anyone to take him seriously at all. Kingsley’s ‘serious side’ was political. In those days of Help For Russia Week, when the Hammer and Sickle flew with the Union Jack in Carfax, he became editor of the University Labour Club Bulletin and in this capacity printed one of my poems. (A second, much less ambiguously ambiguous, was denounced by the Committee as ‘morbid and unhealthy’.) In his contentious mood he could be (intentionally) very irritating, especially to those who thought xiiiparty politics should be suspended until the war was over. Sometimes he was the target of delighted laughter and violent abuse in the same evening and from the same people. I shared his convictions to the extent of visiting the club’s social room in the High once or twice for coffee after closing time. 

         About jazz we had no disagreement. Jim Sutton and I had built up a small record collection at home and had brought it to Oxford (he was at the Slade, then exiled to the Ashmolean), so that we need not be without our favourite sound. There was not much live jazz to be heard at Oxford in those days until the Oxford University Rhythm Club was set up in 1941 and provided public jam sessions, but on the advice of Frank Dixon I had found a number of scarce deletions in Acott’s and Russell’s (then separate shops) and in one or other of our rooms there was usually a gramophone going. Kingsley’s enthusiasm flared up immediately. I suppose we devoted to some hundred records that early anatomizing passion normally reserved for the more established arts. It’s the abject  entreaty  of that second phrase …’ ‘What she’s actually singing is ick-sart-mean…’ ‘Russell goes right on up to the first bar of Waller. You can hear it on Nick’s pick-up.’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way Bechet…’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way the trumpet …’ ‘Isn’t it marvellous the way Russell…’ Russell, Charles Ellsworth ‘Pee Wee’ (b. 1906), clarinet and saxophone player extraordinary, was, mutatis mutandis,  our Swinburne and our Byron. We bought every record he played on that we could find, and – literally – dreamed about similar items on the American Commodore label. Someone recently conscripted into the Merchant Navy had reputedly found his way to the Commodore Music Shop in New York, where the ‘proprietor’ had introduced him to ‘one of the guys who helped make these records’; yes, leaning against the counter had actually been… Long afterwards, Kingsley admitted he had once sent Russell a fan letter. I said that funnily enough I had also written to Eddie Condon. We looked at each other guardedly. ‘Did you get an answer?’ ‘No – did you?’ ‘No.’ xiv

         
            *

         

         At the end of every term somebody left. Sometimes it was a false alarm: Edward du Cann disappeared in December 1942, waving cheerfully from the back of a taxi, but he was back next term, when he promptly swallowed a pin and was rushed to hospital. But more often it was permanent. Norman was commissioned in the Artillery and ironically found himself in the kind of regiment where revolvers were fired in the mess after dinner. Kingsley was commissioned in the Signals, where within an hour a major reprimanded him for having his hands in his pockets. Friends remained plentiful, but contemporaries were becoming scarce. I lost touch with the freshmen, among whom it was reported there was ‘a man called Wain’. Years afterwards John told me that our acquaintance at this time was limited to a brief bitter exchange at lunch about Albert Ammons’s Boogie  Woogie  Stomp  and the poetry of George Crabbe. If so, it was a great opportunity lost.

         None the less, it was almost my last term before I met Bruce Montgomery. In a way this was surprising: among the handful of undergraduates reading full Schools in the humanities friendship was generally automatic. In another it wasn’t: Brace’s modern languages-Playhouse-classical music-Randolph Hotel ambience conflicted sharply with my own. Of course, I had seen him about, but it had hardly occurred to me that he was an undergraduate, not in the same sense that I was. Wearing an air raid warden’s badge and carrying a walking-stick, he stalked aloofly to and fro in a severe triangle formed by the College lodge (for letters), the Randolph bar and his lodgings in Wellington Square. In his first year he had been partnered at tutorials with Alan Ross: having observed that their tutor’s first action was to wind up a small clock on his desk, they took advantage of his lateness one morning to wind it up for him. The tutor was an energetic man and I always understood that the result was disastrous. But now Alan had long since gone into the Navy and Bruce, like myself, was something of a survivor. This did not make me less shy of him. Like ‘Mr Austen’, he had a grand piano; he had written a book called Romanticism  and  the  World  Crisis,  painted a picture that was hanging on the wall of his sitting-room, and was a skilled xvpianist, organist and even composer. During the vacation that Easter he had spent ten days writing, with his J nib and silver pen­holder, a detective story called The  Case  of  the  Gilded  Fly.  This was published the following year under the name of Edmund Crispin, launching him on one of his several successful careers.

         Beneath this formidable exterior, however, Bruce had unsus­pected depths of frivolity, and we were soon spending most of our time together swaying about with laughter on bar-stools. True, I could make little of Wyndham Lewis, at that time Bruce’s favourite writer, and my admiration for Belshazzar’s  Feast  was always qualified, but I was more than ready for John Dickson Carr, Mencken and Pitié  Pour  les  Femmes.  In return I played him Billie Holiday records and persuaded him to widen his circle of drinking-places. One night the Proctor entered one of these and I was caught by the bullers at a side door: Bruce, on the other hand, simply stepped into a kind of kitchen, apologized to someone he found ironing there, and waited until the coast was clear. ‘When will you learn,’ he reproved me afterwards, ‘not to act on your own initiative?’

         I sometimes wonder if Bruce did not constitute for me a curious creative stimulus. For the next three years we were in fairly constant contact, and I wrote continuously as never before or since. Even in that last term, with Finals a matter of weeks away, I began an unclassifiable story called Trouble  at  Willow  Gables, which Bruce and Diana Gollancz would come back to read after an evening at The Lord Napier. Possibly his brisk intellectual epicureanism was just the catalyst I needed.

         III

         Jill  was in fact begun that autumn, when I was twenty-one, and took about a year to write. When it was published in 1946 it aroused no public comment. Kingsley, who by that time was back at Oxford, wrote to say he had enjoyed it very much, adding that its binding reminded him of Signal  Training:  Telegraphy  and Telephony,  or possibly Ciceronis  Orationes.  Later he reported xvithat he had seen a copy in a shop in Coventry Street between Naked  and  Unashamed  and High-Heeled  Yvonne.

         On looking through it again in 1963 I have made a number of minor deletions but have added nothing and rewritten nothing, with the exception of a word here and there, and the reinstate­ment of a few mild obscenities to which the original printer objected. It will, I hope, still qualify for the indulgence traditionally extended to juvenilia.

         
             

         

         1963

         P.L.   

         
            * James Gindin, Postwar  British  Fiction  (Cambridge University Press, 1962).

            † Not Kingsley’s invention, but see his story ‘The 2003 Claret’, in The Complete  Imbiber  (Putnam, 1958).
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            Note

         

         The main location of this story in time and place – the Michael­mas Term at Oxford University in 1940 – is more or less real, but the characters are imaginary.

         As, despite its length, it remains in essence an unambitious short story, chapter-divisions have been dropped, leaving it merely as a narrative with breathing spaces. xviii

      

   


   
      1
         
            John Kemp sat in the corner of an empty compartment

         

         John Kemp sat in the corner of an empty compartment in a train travelling over the last stretch of line before Oxford. It was nearly four o’clock on a Thursday in the middle of October, and the air had begun to thicken as it always does before a dusk in autumn. The sky had become stiff with opaque clouds. When they were clear of the gasometers, the wagons and blackened bridges of Banbury, he looked out over the fields, noticing the clumps of trees that sped by, whose dying leaves each had an individual colour, from palest ochre to nearly purple, so that each tree stood out distinctly as in spring. The hedges were still green, but the leaves of the convolvuli threaded through them had turned sickly yellow, and from a distance looked like late flowers. Little arms of rivers twisted through the meadows, lined with willows that littered the surface with leaves. The waters were spanned by empty foot­bridges.

         It looked cold and deserted. The windows of the carriages were bluish with the swirls of the cleaner’s leather still showing on the glass, and he confined his eyes to the compartment. It was a third-class carriage, and the crimson seats smelt of dust and engines and tobacco, but the air was warm. Pictures of Dartmouth Castle and Portmadoc looked at him from the opposite wall. He was an undersized boy, eighteen years old, with a pale face and soft pale hair brushed childishly from left to right. Lying back against the seat, he stretched his legs out and pushed his hands to the bottom of the pockets of his cheap blue overcoat. The lapels of it curled outwards and creases dragged from the buttons. His face was thin, and perhaps strained; the expression round his mouth was ready to become taut, and a small frown lingered on his forehead. His whole appearance lacked luxuriance. Only his silky hair, as soft as seeding thistle, gave him an air of beauty.

         He had been travelling all day and was hungry because he had 2had no proper lunch. When he started out that morning from his home in Lancashire, he had had two packets of sandwiches in his pockets, made the night before by his mother. The egg sandwiches were wrapped in white paper and the ham in brown; they were each tied firmly, but not tightly, with string. But at a quarter to one he was sitting in a full compartment, with no prospect of changing for fifty minutes, and as he was shy of eating in front of strangers he looked anxiously at the other passengers to see if they were going to produce food themselves. They did not look as if they were. One man pushed out to take lunch in the dining-car, but the others – two elderly ladies, a beautiful girl and an old clergyman who was reading and annotating a book – all sat on placidly. John had not travelled much before and for all he knew it was considered bad manners to eat in a public carriage. He tried to read. But at one o’clock he had grown desperate and had slunk along to the lavatory, where he locked himself in and bolted a few of his sandwiches before a furious rattling at the door made him cram the rest out of the ventilator, noisily flush the unused water-closet and go back to his seat. His return might have been a prearranged signal: the shorter and fatter of the two old ladies said: ‘Well!’ in a pleased way, and produced a leather shopping-bag, from which she took napkins, packets of sandwiches, small fruit pies, a thermos flask, and they both began to eat a small picnic. Meanwhile the beautiful girl took out some coarse-looking rolls and cheese in silver paper, and even the old clergyman was crumbling biscuits into his mouth, with a handkerchief stuffed into his collar. John hardly dared to breathe. He could sense the old ladies exchanging glances, and sat miserably turning the pages of A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream,  waiting for what he knew must come – the charitable offer of food. And sure enough, in five minutes he felt a nudge, and saw the shorter and fatter of the two leaning across, holding out a packet in a napkin. She had a rosy face and her false teeth were bared in a smile.

         ‘Would you care for a sandwich, my boy?’

         The beat of the train obliterated some of her words, but her gesture was eloquent.

         3‘Er – no, thank you – it’s very kind of you – no, thank you – I – ’

         He could not explain that he had thrown his own lunch out of the lavatory window, and she continued to hold the bag out, shaking it determinedly:

         ‘Go on, my boy … plenty … you’ll be hungry …’

         She wore a cream blouse under her beige travelling-coat and a steel brooch set in the collar. As John continued to show by signs and words that it was very kind of her, but he really wouldn’t, she withdrew the sandwiches and unsnapped her handbag.

         ‘You’re not feeling ill, are you?’ One chubby hand fumbled inside the bag, among letters, keys, a lavender-scented handker­chief and a bottle of tablets. ‘I have some smelling-salts, if you’ve a headache … lie down …’

         But by this time he had taken a sandwich, for anything would be better than being dabbed with eau-de-Cologne, or made to sit by an open window. The beautiful girl was staring at him amusedly as she licked the tips of her fingers, and even the clergyman, paring a russet apple with a silver penknife, paused to gaze at him cheerfully. In the end he was forced to accept not only three sandwiches from the ladies, but a piece of cake from the girl and a quarter of the clergyman’s apple. He kept his eyes fixed on the dirty floor as he chewed, utterly humiliated.

         So now, four hours later, he was hungry, but so near the end of the journey his restlessness prevented him from wanting to eat. And as if the train knew his destination was near it seemed to quicken speed, plunging on with a regular pattern of beats. He looked from the window and saw a man with a gun entering a field, two horses by a gate, and presently the railway line was joined by a canal, and rows of houses appeared. He got to his feet and stared at the approaching city across allotments, back-gardens and piles of coal covered with fallen leaves. Red brick walls glowed with a dull warmth that he would have admired at another time. Now he was too nervous. The train clattered by iron bridges, cabbages and a factory painted with huge white letters he did not bother to read; smoke dirtied the sky; the train swung violently over set after set of points. A signal-box. Their 4speed seemed to increase, as they swept towards the station round a long curve of line through much rolling-stock, among which John noticed a wagon from near his home. Then the eaves of the platform, hollow shouting, the faces slowing down as he dragged down his heavy suitcase from the rack, the shuddering halt and escape of steam.

         ‘Oxford,’ cried a porter, ‘Oxford,’ walking the length of the platform because all the nameplates had been removed in time of war. John got out.

         
            *

         

         He did not hurry through the ticket barrier, and when he walked out of the station all the taxis had been taken. He stood on the pavement, not sorry to be delayed a little, for he was coming to reside at the University for the first time and was so afraid that even now, if he had had the chance, he would have turned and fled back into his previous life. The fact that he had worked for years for this moment made no difference: if he could not run back home, he at least would prefer to loiter about, getting nearer by degrees only to the college on whose books he was enrolled as a scholar.

         During this last hesitation he stared down towards the town, aware that behind him a young man was arguing with a porter about a lost bag of golf-dubs. What he could see did not look very remarkable; there were hoardings advertising beans and the ATS, people pushing towards a red bus, a glazed-brick public-house. A pony and cart creaked down the road, the man holding the slack reins, a bowed figure in the faint dusk. John looked about for colleges and old buildings, but could only see distantly a spire or two, and watched a woman buying some sprouts at a green­grocer’s fifty yards away. His bag stood beside him on the kerb.

         It was because he had crammed everything he had into that bag that it was so heavy and forced him to take a taxi, a thing he had never done before. Only his china had gone before him in a little crate: everything else had been packed in this case, which was like a small trunk with a handle. He could hardly carry it twenty yards, it was so heavy.

         5Anxiously he waited. The driver of the first taxicab back grinned and switched off his engine as John gave him the address of the college.

         ‘Sorry, sir, I’m goin’ to ‘ave my tea.’

         ‘Oh.’

         He went back to the kerb again. The second driver was willing, and after a short, blurred ride, set John down at his gates for two shillings. John gave him half a crown, and, afraid that the man would try to give him sixpence change, stepped quickly through the gate into the college porch. He heard the taxi drive away.

         Already the sound of traffic receded a little. He recognized the quadrangle (for he had been there once before) and looked about him.

         I must ask the porter where my room is, he told himself to quell his rising bewilderment, that is the first thing to do.

         So he left his bag stand and turned into the doorway of the set of rooms at the gates that was given over to the porter as a lodge. Here the post was laid out and a few tattered railway time-tables and telephone-directories hung for the use of the students along one wall. John remembered the porter, a fierce little man with ginger whiskers and a regimental tie, and saw him leaning against the inner door talking to two young men. He was better dressed than John himself.

         ‘Don’t tell me  that. Don’t tell me.  That’s what I was saying all last term.’

         ‘Anyway, no one’ll bother to do it,’ said one young man languidly. ‘No one in their senses, that is.’

         ‘I’ll tell you what it is,’ the porter began in an even crosser voice, but broke off when he saw John. ‘Yes, sir?’

         John swallowed, and the two young men turned to look at him.

         ‘Er – I’ve just arrived – er – can you – er – my rooms – ’

         ‘What, sir?’ snapped the little man, bending an ear nearer. ‘What d’you say?’ John was speechless. ‘A fresher, are you?’

         ‘Yes – ’

         ‘What name?’

         ‘Er – Kemp – er – ’

         6‘Kent?’

         The porter picked up a list and ran his thumbnail down it: the two young men continued to look at John as if he held no particular significance for them. It seemed hours before the porter exclaimed:

         ‘Kemp!  Kemp, are you? Yes, room two, staircase fourteen. With Mr Warner. That’s you, sir,’ he repeated as John did not move. ‘Fourteen, two.’

         ‘Er – where? – ’

         ‘Founder’s Quad – second arch on the left. Staircase fourteen’s on the right-hand side. You can’t miss it.’

         John backed out, murmuring thanks.

         Who was Mr Warner?

         This was something he had dreaded, though not very intensely because there were other more immediate things to shrink from.

         He had thought that once he had found his rooms, he would always have a refuge, a place to retreat to and hide in. This was apparently not so.

         Who was Mr Warner? Perhaps he would be quiet and studious.

         The news upset him so much that he forgot to ask the porter if his crate of china had arrived, and instead, picked up his case and set off in the direction indicated. The quadrangle was gravelled and surrounded by sets of rooms on all sides, with the Chapel and Hall on the fourth side. The windows were dark and hollow: archways, with arms and scrolled stone, led off into other parts of the college, and one or two pigeons flew down from high ledges from among the rich crimson ivy. John, panting under the weight of the bag, passed through one of the arches where a tablet commemorated the previous war, and found himself in a set of cloisters with the statue of the Founder in the middle, surrounded by iron railings. His footsteps echoed on the stone, and he walked on tip-toe, unaware that the sound would become casually familiar to him in a very few days. In this inner quadrangle silence was almost complete, only broken by the sound of a gramophone playing distantly. He wondered who the Founder was and who Mr Warner was – perhaps he was a poor scholar, like himself.

         7There were three staircases on the right-hand side of the quadrangle, and the last one was number 14: the numbers had been newly painted. New also were the names of the occupants painted in a list at the bottom of each stair: he read them apprehensively, Stephenson, Hackett and Cromwell, the Hon. S. A. A. Ransom.

         The next was 14. Kemp and Warner.

         What alarmed him was not so much the sight of the door (room number 2 was on the ground floor), but the fact that he could hear laughter and the sound of teacups coming from it. There were people there! He listened, first at one door, then at another, but it was undoubtedly coming from his own room: cautiously he put his suitcase down, and was just preparing to creep away – for he would as soon have intruded as rung the doorbell of a strange house – when the door suddenly opened and a young man came out holding a kettle.

         John retreated. ‘Er – I – ’

         ‘Hallo, did you want me?’

         The young man was taller and stronger than John, with dark dry hair brushed back from his forehead, and a square, stubbly jaw. His nose was thick and his shoulders broad; John felt a twinge of distrust. He wore a dark grey lounge suit and dark blue shirt and on his right hand was a square-faced gold ring. There was a swagger in his bearing, he held himself well upright.

         ‘Er…’ John made a taut, inexpressive gesture. ‘That is, I think this is – my name’s Kemp.’

         ‘Oh, you’re Kemp? How d’you do? I’m Warner – Chris Warner.’

         They shook hands

         ‘We’re just having tea: there’s rather a crowd inside, I’m afraid I’ve sort of taken possession.’ He began filling the kettle from the tap. ‘Come from Town?’

         ‘From Huddlesford,’ said John, not knowing that Town meant London.

         ‘Oh yes. Good journey?’

         ‘Yes – ’

         8He was acutely aware that the conversation in the room had stopped and that the unseen tea-party was listening to the colloquy outside.

         ‘Well, come in and have some tea, if there’s anything left.’ John followed him in. ‘Friends, my better half has arrived, Mr Kemp. These are Elizabeth Dowling, Eddy Makepeace, Patrick Dowling and Hugh Stanning-Smith.’

         He smiled blindly from face to face. They looked at him, and smiled too.

         The room was large and airy, and in a terrible mess. Tea was laid on the hearthrug and dirty cups and plates were littered about, while the table was covered with wrapping paper, crumbs from a half-loaf, a pot of jam, a pile of books, and other things recently unpacked from the trunk that stood open under the window. A fire burned brightly in the grate. The room was bigger than any in his own house.

         He looked at Elizabeth Dowling first, because she was a girl and because hers was the only name he had caught. She was broad-shouldered, with a regular face, and sat in one corner of the sofa. She was powdered carefully, had a reddened mouth, and her golden hair was brushed fiercely up from the sides of her head, so that it formed a stiff ornament, like a curious helmet. Her right hand lay quiescently holding a burning cigarette, and she wore a check tweed costume.

         Then he looked at Eddy Makepeace, who wore a yellow silk tie with horseshoes on it. He had a youthful, spotty face, that expressed great confidence and stupidity, and his eyes bulged.

         Patrick Dowling lounged foxily, with a faint resemblance to Elizabeth that showed they were related, and stared back at John with unpleasant candour: Hugh Stanning-Smith was quiet-voiced and white-fingered.

         ‘Chris, you are impossible,’ said Elizabeth fretfully. ‘Filling it so full… It’ll take hours  to boil. Simply hours.  And I’m dying  for another cup.’

         John stared at her, never having heard before this self-parodying southern coo, and a sense of his alien surroundings 9came over him. ‘I think …’ he muttered, casting about for an excuse to go. ‘I think …’

         ‘Here, have some cake.’ Christopher roughly whacked a large slab on to a plate and held it out. ‘Come on, take your things off and sit down,’ he added kindly. ‘Pat, get up and give the gentleman a seat.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said John hurriedly, who would have liked to sit down. ‘I’ve been sitting all day.’

         ‘So  has Pat,’ cooed Elizabeth. ‘But he’s lazy.’

         ‘And he’s going to sit all night, too.’ Patrick gave a sudden disconcerting roar of laughter, then stuffed cake into his mouth. As no one showed any signs of rising, John took off his coat and leant against the wall.

         ‘Have you come a long way?’ Elizabeth pronounced each word very dearly, as if speaking to a foreigner, and looked up at him. Staring down at her lips, he perceived that they were actually much thinner than they were painted.

         ‘From Huddlesford.’

         ‘M’m. Quite a distance.’

         As John did not say anything else, the conversation turned away from him again and became general. ‘What were you saying about Julian, Chris?’ inquired Eddy, moving irritably in his chair. ‘Did you say he’d volunteered?’

         ‘That’s right. In the Signals.’

         ‘Oh, I see. I thought there was something in it.’

         ‘You bet.’

         ‘Aren’t the Signals dangerous, then?’ Elizabeth asked, with an air of intelligence, tapping ash into the saucer of her cup. ‘Is that what you mean?’

         ‘Can’t be if Julian – ’

         ‘Is that the person we met in Town, Chris?’ Elizabeth turned to Christopher Warner, who was carelessly shuffling plates together, the meal being more or less done. He nodded. ‘At the Cinderella, after the theatre? I didn’t think he was very clever.’

         ‘What Lizzie means’, said Patrick sarcastically, ‘is that he – ’

         ‘Shut  up!’ Elizabeth made as if to throw a cushion at him, and 10pouted instead. ‘You’re just a swine.’ For a second her eye caught John’s, and she looked down at her lap. Otherwise the atmos­phere of the room was almost the same as before he had entered it.

         He had finished his cake, and dare not ask for more, so he gave his attention to the room. It was large, impressively conceived, though the details were shabby: windows on one side of the room looked out on to the Founder’s Quad (he could see the statue), and on the other on to what he later discovered was the Master’s Garden. Long curtains hung by them to the floor. The walls were panelled and painted cream: on each side of the fireplace was a set of shelves in the wall, and the furniture consisted of a table, a desk, two armchairs and a sofa.

         Christopher’s things were tumbled everywhere. Besides books and clothes, he had taken things at random out of his trunk and put them down anywhere – a bottle of hair lotion, a squash racquet, a few illustrated magazines. Several pictures were propped against the wall. Another suitcase, unstrapped and partly empty, was pushed behind Eddy’s chair.

         Even with the big fire and comfortable furniture, though, it was not a cosy room. John thought of himself reading a volume of essays in front of the hearth with snow falling outside, but in reality the windows were large and draughty and the room never became properly heated.

         The five of them were sprawled round the fire, while John stood behind them by the wall. When he brought his attention back to them, he found that they were not, as he had thought, forgetful of him. As his eyes moved, startled, from face to face, they each hurriedly looked away from him: the one called Eddy had actually been grinning vacuously at him. He flushed, for while it seemed only natural that they should ignore him, he could not believe they were actually pointing at him amongst themselves and laughing together. Yet this was what it looked like.

         ‘Hurry up, kettle!’ fretted Elizabeth. He looked at her suspiciously, but with lowered eyelashes she merely recrossed her legs and straightened her skirt. Could he be imagining things? All 11their faces bore expressions of unconcern: Christopher Warner – John had begun to study him the most, as he knew that Christopher and he were already linked together – Christopher sat on the edge of the fender seat, staring lightly at the carpet, occasionally glancing sideways at Eddy. The gap in the conversa­tion widened second by second. What was wrong?

         Cautiously, beginning to feel a twisting apprehension like the beginnings of seasickness, he inspected himself, noting that his fly-buttons were fastened, finding nothing unusual about his appearance, so that his blush intensified, and he tried to stand very erect and militarily. Then he thought this was silly, and tried to adopt a nonchalant pose, crossing his feet and staring out of the window. Eddy Makepeace cleared his throat with a sharp, artificial sound. And Elizabeth took a handkerchief from her handbag and wiped her nose carefully, so as not to disturb the powder. Christopher, extending his silver cigarette-case, said with an uneasy smile:

         ‘Tube for anyone?’

         But his words were drowned by the frothing of water on the hot fire as the kettle boiled over, and he quickly took it off, using a handkerchief to hold it. Everyone reached for their cups, stretching and shifting. ‘Oh, what an age,’ cried Elizabeth, trying to obscure the pause that had been broken by holding out her cup childishly. ‘Me, Chris, me.  Oo, do buck up.’

         ‘Visitors first,’ said Christopher Warner, filling a cup for John. ‘Do you take sugar?’ He paused, changing his grip on the teapot. ‘Christ, the damn thing’s hot.’

         ‘Oh – er – thanks,’ John, still fiery red, struggled for something to say: ‘Do you know – er – rather a funny thing, I think we’ve both brought the same kind of china – ’

         He was interrupted by a howl of laughter so sudden and boisterous that he jumped and looked round him in alarm. Everyone was wildly amused. Elizabeth snatched her tiny handkerchief again and, holding it to her eyes, shook with merriment. Eddy Makepeace gave short barks of laughter, that were irritating because they sounded forced: Hugh Stanning-Smith 12 was chuckling in a well-bred way, and Patrick Dowling looked sideways up at him with a foxy jeer.

         ‘What – what’s wrong?’ he exclaimed, startled for once into natural behaviour.

         More laughter. His bewilderment caused a second, cruder burst, as if a comedian, having told a funny story, had proceeded to sit on his hat.

         ‘Oh, God,’ gasped Christopher Warner at last, taking his handkerchief from around the teapot handle and mopping his eyes with it. ‘Oh, dear! My dear fellow, these are  your crocks … Oh, Lord!’ His face creased in another spasm of laughter, and gusts of it coughed from his chest. ‘Oh, God, I shall spill the – ’ He put the teapot down and a little tea slopped out of the spout on to the cloth. ‘I say, you must excuse us. I haven’t any crocks: I’m afraid we broke your crate open and gave your things a christening – I say, I do hope you don’t mind – ’

         John understood at once. Like every freshman, he had received a list from the Bursary giving a list of domestic articles that he should be provided with on coming into residence, such as two pairs of sheets, a set of china, a kettle, a cruet and so on. Three weeks ago his mother had insisted that they spent an afternoon among the shops buying these things: it had been a touching little expedition, meaning, he realized, far more to her than to him. They had had tea afterwards in a cinema café, with teacakes.

         Most of the things they had bought lay dirty and scattered around the room; in fact, John wondered they had lain unrecognized for so long. The crate (he saw it now) was behind Christopher’s trunk, broken open carelessly, so that it would be impossible to use it again, as he had intended to do. These, then, were his cups and plates: his coffee strainer (choked with tea leaves); his shining kettle blackened by the fire. His bread knife, his sugar basin.

         ‘God, I thought he’d never notice,’ gurgled Eddy Makepeace, drying his bulging eyes. ‘How damned  funny.’

         Elizabeth Dowling burst into another peal of laughter. ‘And the exquisite  way…’ She gulped, to strangle her laughter. ‘He 13brought the subject up so  politely … Oh dear, oh dear!’

         John sipped his tea, which was hot and burnt his mouth. He was acutely conscious of being referred to in the third person, but it expressed his mood. While being trapped in their laughter, he only wanted to drag himself stiffly away and hide.

         ‘I say, you don’t mind, old man, do you?’ asked Christopher Warner, with an anxious tone that seemed flattering.

         ‘Oh, no – no – ’

         ‘Hell, there’s nothing to mind  about,’ said Patrick Dowling sneeringly. ‘It’s only that it was so damned funny. He must have thought he was seeing things.’

         ‘Haven’t you really got anything,  Chris? You are awful. I spent days  in Harrod’s making up my mind about patterns and colours and shapes and things. If anyone dares  to break them, oo, I’ll – I’ll – ’

         Christopher, laughing loudly, kicked the fire into a blaze and straddled the hearthrug.

         ‘Well, I only brought glasses, so we can share and share alike.’

         ‘Trust you, Chris,’ said Eddy Makepeace knowingly.

         ‘Well, I mean to say. That list they send you’s enough to make a cat laugh. Breakfast china and tea china – do they think you’re made of money? Anyway, it’ll only get pinched or broken. No, I just picked up some beer mugs and sherry glasses from home – and God help the bastard that breaks any of them, too. Well well, I expect Kemp’ll be using my glasses soon enough.’

         John muttered something, too embarrassed at being the centre of the situation and at hearing the word ‘bastard’ used in front of a girl to consult the feelings that raged inside him. When he did, he found them a turmoil of anger and bitter humiliation and self-pity. While the light conversation moved around the subject and eventually away from it, he found himself staring at the coffee-strainer that had been used to strain tea, and feeling sorry for it, as if they had suffered in the same way. His impulse to run away was neutralized by the fact there was nowhere to run to. This was home for him, now.

         ‘What’s on at the flicks?’ demanded Eddy Makepeace loudly, 14dropping ash into his cup. John stared with growing dismay at the bulging eyes and spotty face, feeling he had wandered into a place where he had absolutely no counterpart. Putting down his cup, he continued to remain silent.

         It seemed too much to hope that they should ever go, but just before six they all got up and at last departed. Christopher saw them to the gate. Evening had more than begun to fall, and John heard them go laughing round the cloisters. Left alone, he sat dejectedly down on the sofa, among the litter of dirty china, feeling that if he were left alone for long he would begin crying. But this feeling changed to alarm as he heard Christopher Warner coming back, for the idea of living with a stranger made him shrink. Would they have to share the same bedroom? He had never done that before, and was intensely shy. Further, he felt nothing but dislike for Christopher Warner so far.

         ‘Now,’ said Christopher briskly, slamming the door. ‘Most of this mess is mine, I think … I say, bung a bit of coal on the fire, would you?’

         John obeyed. Christopher Warner began carrying armfuls of clothes into the bedroom, not paying much attention to John, who knelt down awkwardly beside his ridiculous semi-trunk and undid it.

         ‘I’ve taken the farther bed – I suppose that’s all right?’ said Christopher, as they passed in the doorway. The farther bed was away from the door, and was nearest the small lamp.

         ‘Oh, yes.’

         John put his three shirts into the corner of one drawer, hearing the sound of Christopher screwing up wrapping-paper, and looked about the bedroom. It was small, and held two beds, a washstand and a large clothes-cupboard. On the marble top of the washstand Christopher had grouped his shaving things, which John studied cautiously. What was ‘shaving lotion’, and ‘talcum powder’?

         ‘I’m glad you met some of my friends,’ said Christopher as he cleared up. Taking the first of the framed photographs, he began scanning the walls for nails. ‘I know them pretty well in 15Town … Elizabeth is Patrick’s sister you know. That Hugh fellow’s a pal of Patrick’s. I was at school with Eddy – at Lamprey, you know.’

         ‘Oh yes.’

         ‘A fine place. A bloody fine place.’ Christopher hung his first picture, and stepped back, wiping his hands on his trousers. ‘That’s it. Etching, you know.’

         John had not heard of Lamprey School, but looked deferen­tially at the etching while Christopher hung up three other pictures, two of which were Lamprey teams with Christopher represented.

         ‘That makes the place look more like home. I say, I’m sorry, you haven’t anything, have you?’

         ‘No, no, that’s quite all right.’

         ‘I was afraid you might be the sort of guy that would want to hang lousy modern daubs about. It’s a bore, having to share, isn’t it?’

         John would have thought this exceptionally rude had he said it himself. From Christopher Warner, who was burrowing for his lighter with a fresh cigarette in his mouth, it did not seem so.

         ‘Lord, you don’t catch the dons sharing. You’ll know there’s a war on when they do.’ A cloud of smoke hid his face, then parted. ‘Not that I blame them.’

         ‘What are you going to read?’

         ‘I’m supposed to be doing English.’

         ‘Yes – so am I.’

         ‘Oh, then that’s why we’re together.’ He took another look round the room. ‘I think most of the mess is cleared up now.’

         It was becoming dark, and the sitting-room was filling with shadows. Christopher pushed a pile of magazines carelessly on to one of the shelves of the bookcase; far away and near bells were beating the half-hour, the sound spreading mellowly through all the arches and stone traceries to John’s ears. He bent his head, thinking of words like ‘angelus’ and ‘refectory’.

         There came a knock on the door.

         ‘Come in.’

         16A thin, delicate-looking man in an apron entered and stood by the door.

         ‘Good evening, gentlemen. I’m your scout.’

         ‘Oh, yes – put the light on, will you? That’s right. I’m Warner. This is Kemp.’

         John ducked his head shyly.

         ‘I’ll put the black-out up, sir, if you wouldn’t mind watching … You’ll be wanting to do it yourselves when the days get shorter.’

         They watched him fit the sheets of plywood across the windows in the bedroom and close the shutters in the sitting-room. Then he began collecting the used tea-things on a tray, working swiftly and methodically while they watched. ‘You know I’m entitled to take your dusters?’ he said, glancing up. ‘For the cleaning – ’

         ‘Oh, yes, of course. They wouldn’t be much good to us!’

         ‘No, they wouldn’t, would they, sir?’ The scout began to put the bread and sugar away. ‘I don’t suppose you’d want my job as well as your own, would you? No, I don’t suppose you would.’ He laughed quietly the while, as though his chest hurt him. ‘Hall’s at seven, gentlemen, you know that? Have you your gowns?’

         ‘Yes – ’

         ‘No, I haven’t – ’ John looked startled at them both, having in the strain of the last hour forgotten the rule (which had been worrying him) that everyone who ate in Hall must wear the gown of their degree.

         ‘You haven’t, sir? A scholar, are you, sir? I’ll get you one – just a few moments, if you’ll hang on.’ And, taking the tray, he went out, closing the door quietly. John was relieved, both at this promise and at the fact that Christopher had been there to deal with the man. He had not been looking forward to the unfamiliar experience of speaking to a servant.

         ‘I got mine from the porter for half a dollar,’ explained Christopher, picking up a scrap of black cloth. He yawned. ‘I’m going to the Junior Common Room. A man was telling me you can get sherry there.’

         
            *

         

         17Then there was dinner in the big Hall, with rows of black-gowned students standing down the white tables while a Latin grace was read. During the meal John hardly lifted his head, but was aware of the casual chatter, the servants carrying plates and trayfuls of tankards, and the tall, gilt-framed oil paintings high up on the panelling. He finished the three courses very quickly, waited till someone else left, then walked out himself.

         Christopher Warner had eaten at the Commoners’ table with Patrick Dowling, and they were sitting over their beer when John went, so that he went back to an empty room, to be alone at last. In the electric light the cream-painted walls seemed unfriendly. After taking off his gown, he sat on the sofa again, but at once got up, as restless as a cat in a new home, and looked around him. A dismal melancholy was beginning to expand inside him, a great loneliness. It was the knowledge that he had nowhere to go more friendly, more intimate than this room that depressed him so, and particularly because the room was not his alone. He could not fortify himself inside it against the rest of the strangeness, for at any moment Christopher Warner and Patrick might come in and make coffee in his coffee-pot or break one of his plates through trying some balancing trick. He had hoped that at least there would always be his own room, with a fire and the curtains drawn, where he could arrange his few books neatly, fill a drawer with his notes and essays (in black ink with red corrections, held together by brass pins), and live undisturbed through the autumn into the winter. This was apparently not to be.

         No one would think that two people lived here, he thought, looking round the room. Christopher had laid a leather writing-wallet on the desk, a fancy stone ashtray on the mantelpiece and a pair of silk cushions on the sofa. His wool-lined slippers were by the coal-scuttle: John had left his own under the bed because they were badly worn. It was strange how other people’s clothes grew seasoned, bettered, by use: his only became tattered and worn out. He looked around the room for evidence of his own presence, but found very little. It was hardly better in the bedroom. At least he had a bed to himself, with his pyjamas folded neatly on top of it, 18but Christopher’s scarlet bathrobe was the first thing to catch the eye, and his towels, and in the cupboard his bright scarfs and shirts.

         Out of curiosity he began to inspect Christopher Warner’s things, to try to deduce his character from them. Who was he? He was rich and from London. There were a few hairs on his comb and his hair-brushes were in a leather case. John snapped and unsnapped the catch. The pockets of his jackets hanging behind a curtain were empty, but the clothes bore the tab of a tailor in London and John felt the cloth and the leather buttons with interest. His two drawers were not enlightening: as well as the shirts and light underwear, there was a jumble of socks and silk ties, collars, a set of studs and cuff links, a pile of white linen handkerchiefs. There were also a few unopened packets of razor blades and four contraceptives. He felt as alarmed as if he had found a loaded revolver.

         Drifting into the sitting-room, he glanced along the bookshelf, where Christopher had roughly stacked a number of things, including a few books. They were a complete Shakespeare, The Shropshire  Lad,   an Omnibus  of  Humour,  a book by Siegfried Sassoon, and one or two detective novels. Inside the covers was written ‘Christopher R. W. Warner’ in a huddled, sloping hand, not without character. On the top of the books lay a squash racquet in a press, and there were also five or six notebooks, stamped ‘Lamprey College’ in thick Gothic letters, one of which John opened, his eye catching the words:

         
            Thus  we  see  that  in  creating  the  character  of  Shylock, Shakespeare’s  original  intention  was  deflected,  and  instead  of  a comic  moneylender,  he  produced  a  figure  of  tragic  significance.

         

         The awareness that he himself had written something very like that gave John a strange thrill, part rivalry and part kinship, with a dash of disappointment that something he had in the past prided himself on knowing should be the common property of any stranger.

         Behind the books he found a pack of cards, a newspaper and a pair of rubber shoes.

         19The letter-case would probably tell him more, he decided, and, crossing to the desk, he switched on the reading lamp. But it contained, besides sheets of notepaper, envelopes and blank postcards, only one letter and a photograph of a girl in a white dress, with ‘To Christopher with love’ written across the white part. He looked at it wonderingly. The letter ended ‘With love to you, my darling’ and was unsigned, but after reading it through he concluded it was from Mrs Warner, Christopher’s mother. It was dated the 9th October from a house in Derbyshire, where she was apparently staying with friends, playing golf and watching it rain. Elspeth had finally gone into the WRNS. John noted the extravagant, well-formed writing and, putting the letter back and closing the wallet, crossed to a little triangular shelf in one corner of the room where Christopher had put a double photograph of his parents. The picture there showed her as dark and boldly attractive, not at all as old as she must be. She had the same broad jaw as Christopher, and a friendly look that coincided with the style of her letter, which was as casual as if Christopher were her equal, merely a friend or a friend of the family, quite unlike the kind of letter John associated with parents. Although, of course, he had hardly ever received one, as he had never been away from home for any space of time before.

         He then gave up the search for he did not know quite what, knowing only it had not been successful. Christopher Warner seemed as distant and as hostile as ever; John had been looking for a sign of kinship, and had not found it, and also for a sign of weakness – a diary or some sentimental letters – that would compensate him for the business of his china. In fact, the weakness would have been kinship. But he paused, at a loss in the big room, seeing his face in the large mirror over the fireplace, and behind it the photograph of Mr and Mrs Warner in the double frame. This reminded him that he had not written to his own parents since arriving, and he sat down at the desk to do it, glad of the job.20

         
            Dear  Mum  and  Dad

            I  arrived  here  safely  after  four  o’clock.  I  am  at  present  sitting  in my  room,  which  I  am  sharing  with  a  man  called  Warner:  it  is quite  big,  and  in  the  Founder’s  Quadrangle.  My  china  has  also arrived  safely,  and  has  already  been  used.  Nothing  has  started  yet, as  term  doesn’t  officially  start  till  Sunday.

            Hope  you  are  both  well.

            Your  loving  son,
John        

            As an afterthought he added:

 

            The  sandwiches  were  very  nice.

 

            Then he addressed the envelope:

 

                              Mr  and  Mr s  J. Kemp,

                                    48, King  Edward  Street,   

                                           Huddlesford,   

                                                  Lancashire.

         

         He stamped it with a blue stamp. The room was quite silent apart from the flapping of the flame among the coals, and as he tried to sit reading the quietness rang in his ears, making him grow tense for the least sound. He fancied he could even hear the electric light burning. Time crawled by at an intolerably slow speed, every minute seeming four times as long as usual: he did not know if he wanted Christopher Warner to come back or not; it was not so much that he wanted to see him again, but that if he did it might show he had some comradely feeling, even that he wanted to compensate for the wounds they had inflicted during the afternoon. At length he threw A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream aside, and opened the door to listen to the night outside, advancing cautiously down the steps into the cloistered quad­rangle. Looking up from the stone enclosure he could see the sky full of innumerable trembling stars, and all he could hear was extravagant sounds at a distance — drunken howling from a far street, something that might have been a revolver shot, and, from 21somewhere in the college itself, the hysterical crying of a jazz record. Close to all was quiet: the slightest of winds breathed over the grass and around the stone pillars, while from the Master’s garden came the restless sound of trees. He wondered if a time would ever come when these things would assure him and seem pleasant.

         He went to bed at half-past nine quite unable to endure it any longer. Because the day had tired him, he went to sleep sooner than he had imagined, despite the unfamiliar smell of the sheets; but towards midnight he was startled out of sleep by a tremendous crash in the next room. His terrified thought was that a gang had come to rag and bully him, and he started up shaking in bed, but almost immediately the bedroom door burst open and Christopher lurched in, switching on the light. His dark hair was disordered and he wore a savage expression on his face, and he took no notice of John at all. The first thing he did was to use the chamber-pot noisily, breathing hard as if he had just run a race; then he pulled off his tie and jacket and the rest of his clothes. When he was in his pyjamas, he leant over the slop-pail and vomited copiously three times, and at last climbed into bed, where, after turning and mumbling a good deal and giving a loud belch like the ripping of canvas, he subsided into sleep.

         Whatever John had expected, he had not expected this, and he lay shuddering with fear and horror for several minutes in the dim light, until he realized he must switch it off. With infinite caution, refusing to look at the pail or even at Christopher Warner, he slid out of bed and pushed the switch gently down, plunging the room into blackness which made Christopher’s heavy breathing and occasional snorts sound terrifying to him.

         Whatever wretchedness he felt, crouching there in the dark and trying to recapture sleep, was quite overlaid by fear. His heart kept beating fast lest Christopher should rouse up again, and come lurching over to him, and when at last he did sleep, his dreams were full of pursuits and brutal attacks. At every steady chiming of the hour from the College clock he stirred uneasily.
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