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CHAPTER ONE





“WELL,” SAID THE Warden of Apocalypse with a vague geniality, “good-bye, Wilson.”


He extended a brisk hand.


“Good-bye, sir,” said Stanley Windrush, shaking it meekly.


The college library was fuller than usual. It was the Warden’s Collection. In patches of sunlight the tail-end of an alphabet of undergraduates stood about in groups, waiting to be called. Here were the flushed and energetic rowing-men, discussing their bumps and their Toggers in interminable undertones. A few beaglers and horsey folk gazed with frank curiosity at the books on the shelves. The occasional contemplatives, alone, in sandals, and blinking with defiant purpose, mixed indifferently with the remains of the main body, an amorphous, unremarkable category, its members almost indistinguishable from one another in retrospect. Among them, unnoticeable, Stanley had been waiting.


It was almost lunch-time.


“And good luck, Wilkinson,” said the Warden.


Stanley murmured his thanks.


“Wootton!” boomed the Dean in summons, and yet another unremarkable undergraduate came forward.


Stanley made his way, enervated by the bland Oxford sun, across the grey quadrangle to his rooms. As it was wartime he had to share them with a well-meaning young man called Arthur Egan, who wore blue suits, and who had come up, like Stanley, in 1942, but with a scholarship, from a northern grammar school.


For the past year Egan and he had lived here—Egan conscientious with his law books, Stanley reading his unadventurous English, neither breaking his tutor’s heart nor firing him with the slightest interest, but producing a reasonably competent weekly essay and listening politely to his comments. Sometimes his tutor could hardly remember whether he had taken him or not.


The rooms were almost exactly the same now as when they had first come into them. Egan was economical by nature and had introduced no new embellishments apart from a black-encased microscope on top of the bookcases and a portable radio. Stanley had always been meaning to bring some pictures from home but had somehow overlooked them each term. They both knew that they would be interrupted after a year and called up, and had let matters slide. Neither of them had apparently gained in stature from their room-sharing, unlike two hefty classical scholars in the rooms above on Stanley’s staircase, known to fall to wrestling when book-learning palled. Sudden rumbles from upstairs would mark the opening of such a bout, as one scholar seized the other in a crafty half-nelson. Occasionally a yell in the Billy Bunter tradition would shake the windows of the quadrangle. After five minutes, panting and refreshed, they would return to their books.


Relations in the room below were more sober.


Egan was sitting on the table. Although he was wearing his Senior Training Corps uniform, he somehow managed to convey the impression of a blue-striped collar.


“I’ll be off in a minute,” he said, closing a book of Stanley’s. “It always means waiting around tea-time at Bletchley, any road. You’re not packed yet, I notice.”


“No,” said Stanley. “I think I’ll get Nobby started on it after lunch. It seems a pity, all this.”


“Well, frankly,” said Egan, “I quite welcome it. Army? What’s the Army? Why, we’ve had the basic stuff, training, here already in the S.T.C. Six weeks in the ranks, OCTU, nice commission, off to see life, and back to Oxford again after.”


“I suppose so,” said Stanley uncertainly.


He crossed to the open window and looked out into the quad.


The gardener was poking at the geraniums in the next window-box. A trickle of undergraduates were going across to the Hall for lunch, with little white jugs to collect their milk ration from the Buttery. Pigeons cooed on a pediment above.


“Should you carry a greatcoat, d’you fancy?” asked Egan, anxious to be correct. “Or wear it, with it this hot?”


“Won’t it go in a trunk?”


“It’s been sent off.”


“I should imagine, carry it.”


“Well …” said Egan. “Anyway, I’ll see you on the twenty-sixth, then. Cheerio.”


He put on the coat and went. It was a little long and creased.


Stanley sat down at the window and watched the gardener fiddling with the plants. He was an old man and wore an antique hat, with vent-holes as large as halfpennies scattered over its surface. Occasionally he removed the hat and rubbed the perfectly bald head underneath. Stanley gazed absently at him till the trickle of undergraduates came back with their jugs full. Lunch was over.
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Stanley’s scout stood at the staircase entrance as he left.


“Good-bye, sir,” he said. “You haven’t forgotten your umbrella this time, have you?”


“No, Nobby, thank you,” said Stanley.


“Mr. Egan is off to Gravestone, too, for the Army,” said Nobby. “Be company, eh, sir?”


“Yes, he is,” said Stanley. “There are quite a lot altogether.”


“Well, you’ll be back, no doubt,” said Nobby.


“Yes, I expect so,” said Stanley.


“Yerss,” said Nobby. “What I learned in the Army, look after number one. That was our motto. You just remember. Look after number one.”


“I’ll remember,” said Stanley, “Well, good-bye, Nobby.”


“Good-bye, sir. Remember me to your father.”


Nobby watched the small uncertain figure recede through the archway.


He looked up at the pigeons.


“Stone the crows,” said Nobby.


Near the station Stanley remembered his umbrella and went back for it. By the time he had reached the station again the first of the series of local trains that took him home each term over the Cotswolds had left, and he hung about an hour for the next one. It was after seven when he got out of Wetherall’s taxi in front of the solid stone house where his father had lived the life of a literary recluse since his wife’s death in Stanley’s first year of infancy. Since Stanley’s elder sister Catherine’s departure in 1940 into the Land Army Mr. Windrush had been quite alone, except for the omnipotent Miss Canning, his housekeeper, formerly governess to the children, and suspected, unjustly, by the entire village, of being his mistress. Miss Canning’s parents had christened her Letitia, but she had always been Sarah to the family. She gave an impression of vigilance though, inexplicably, not of rectitude, resembling more a widow than the spinster she undoubtedly was; and a certain gentility, combined with this impression, was sufficient for the village to link her name intimately with that of her in fact virtuous employer.


Of this gossip she knew nothing: the village woman who came daily for the more vigorous work was taciturn and uncommunicative.


Sarah heard the taxi on the gravel and opened the door to Stanley.


She greeted him unemotionally.


“There’s dinner nearly ready, Master Stanley,” she said. “You’re looking a bit thin. Your father’s in his study.”


Stanley hung up his umbrella and made his way to his father’s door.


His father was at his desk.


“Hullo,” said Mr. Windrush, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead. “Did you find your way?”


Mr. Windrush was convinced that people needed constant guidance when travelling. His desk contained several years’ volumes of Bradshaw, and the ABC; bus time-tables entirely filled one drawer, and a London Underground map was pinned neatly to the wall at his side. When visitors were going he would present them with full written instructions for their journey, with alternative routes and timings, and his own rare trips (on which he always ended by taking the same train) were planned in detail beforehand like a military operation.


“Yes, perfectly, thank you,” said Stanley.


“Connections all right?” asked his father. “Good, splendid. Well, now, listen to this.”


He picked up a sheet from his desk and in a precise voice read:






“‘When I was a nipper about six-months-old


     My mother and my father too,


They didn’t know what to wean me on,


     They were in a dreadful stew.’








Significant. You recognise it?”


“I’m afraid not,” said Stanley. For three years now his father had been engaged in writing a monograph on music-hall songs. Material had been amassed, whenever possible, from sources in close touch with the halls. Mr. Windrush had spent several periods of up to six weeks in London, staying at Brown’s, and going forth daily to Kilburn or Brentford Market, pestering costers and old men in public bars for new lyrics.


“It’s the verse as opposed to the chorus,” said Mr. Windrush, “of ‘Boiled Beef and Carrots’. Harry Champion. You don’t often hear the verse. It goes on:






‘They thought of this, they thought of that,


     Like a little bit of old cod roe,


I said, “Take me down to the old cook shop


     I’ll show you what’ll make me grow”.’








Then the chorus, of course: ‘Give me boiled beef’ and so forth. Have you eaten, by the way?”


“No, actually,” said Stanley; “I missed lunch.”


“You must eat alone, I’m afraid,” said his father. “I shall be rather busy with all this. I’m glad to see you seem to have put on some weight.”


“Nobby wished to be remembered to you,” said Stanley.


“Clark drinks too much,” observed his father mildly. “Half my port when he got a chance. When do the Army want you to go to Gravestone?”


“The twenty-sixth,” said Stanley. “It’s a Thursday.”


“I’ll get you a route out,” said his father, making a note of it. “Remember there are two ways from Paddington to Victoria. If you go by Bakerloo you’ll have to change, of course, and you may not gain anything. What time must you be there? Three? Lunch in Town, then. I would certainly strongly advise that.”


Mr. Windrush was given to strong advice of this sort. No guest of his could long avoid being strongly advised about certain elementary procedures. Before a projected day’s outing they were strongly advised to take breakfast. If they faced a journey of six or seven hours he would urge them to eat a meal on the way. In the hall before they went he would strongly advise them to call upstairs before leaving.


The effect of this was that visitors, with few exceptions, stayed away, and Mr. Windrush found his life almost entirely undisturbed by callers. The vicar, a sensitive man, had last called several winters previously, on his being appointed; but after being urged, in the course of a short visit, to wear two layers of wool, to take a fourth cup of tea for the sake of his kidneys, to call upstairs, and to gargle while up there if he had not already done so that day, he had not called again. Mr. Windrush was, as always, quite unconscious of having bored or given offence, and put down the vicar’s not calling to a certain eccentricity.


“That fellow Stilton,” he had confided to an archaeologist down to look at the dolmen. “Most odd. Never see him from one year’s end to another. Last week I actually saw him dismount from his bicycle and cycle off the other way when I was coming.”


The archaeologist, however, had found in Mr. Stilton an over-enthusiastic and rather embarrassing digger, who had discovered an obviously Victorian horse-brass at a depth of four feet, whereas he himself had discovered nothing. In spite of this, after being told daily for a week that he would be very well advised to have an anti-tetanus injection in view of his constant dangerous contact with the soil, the archaeologist (a convinced atheist) had found an excuse, in its being nearer the site, to move into Mr. Stilton’s vicarage.


“Well,” said Stanley’s father. “I really must get on with my commentary.”




*





Stanley spent the next three weeks reading. Sometimes he went to a cinema in Cheltenham, but the town was full of Servicemen, and he was usually back well before blackout.


His father rarely appeared. Once he presented Stanley with an itinerary for his journey, strongly advising him to send any heavy luggage in advance.


He wrote to his sister Catherine, who had some time previously deserted the Land Army to marry a reasonably successful artist in Sussex. Here they had almost immediately been surrounded by a network of troops and had transferred to London. Her husband Philip had spent much time on predominantly grey canvases in the Tube shelters, with sleepless blanketed figures peering over his shoulder as he worked.


Catherine’s reply came quickly:




“S. Darling,


Lunch with us. It will be bloody, but charming to see you. You must meet Nita. May rise to Spam.


Fondest Love,


Kat.”





In the same post was a railway warrant and a movement order:




“You will proceed to 628 Primary Training Centre, The Barracks, GRAVESTONE, on Thursday, 26th July, arriving NOT later than 1500 hrs. Uniform and allequipment issued to date will be taken. You will report to the Guard-Room on arrival.”






















CHAPTER TWO





STANLEY’S TRAIN INEXPLICABLY arrived at Paddington twenty-five minutes early. His father’s itinerary had quite overlooked this possibility. Mr. Windrush, rather reluctantly, had left his desk to wish his son well from the front door. The rather absurd little khaki figure had waved awkwardly from out of the taxi window.


“Good gracious,” thought Mr. Windrush as it pulled away, “he’s waving with his umbrella.”


At Paddington Stanley became conscious of having brought the umbrella with him, and almost decided to leave it in the train. The thing was now, however, so fixed in his mind that his conscience would not allow him this course, and he walked to the barrier with it in one hand and his suitcase in the other. There was a little delay while he ferreted out his wallet for the railway warrant, with a press of travellers fidgeting behind. From these came an audible murmur of “Fred Karno”.


Stanley took a bus to Chelsea and went up to Philip’s and Catherine’s flat. It took him some time to make himself heard, and the door opened onto a blast of sound. A young woman in a man’s check shirt confronted him. Her hair was neutral and braided.


“Terence is using a hair-drier on the Underground Women,” she said urgently.


“Is Mrs. Young still here?” asked Stanley.


“Please come in,” said the young woman, going abruptly into the flat and leaving the door ajar. She seemed to vanish immediately and completely.


Stanley came in and looked around. The place was filled with the whirr of the hair-drier. He stood there, stunned with the sound. Of the young woman there was no sign.


Philip, however, stood near the window, applying the drier closely to a canvas. Stanley waited for a while and then went over and tapped him timidly.


Philip glanced round and then flung down the drier.


“Oh!” he said, recovering, and switching the machine off. “I thought the soldiery were creeping in. How are you? Look at the effect. Decay! It’s the quick drying that gets that. How are my Women? Tell me they’re plastic. Everyone does. Are they? Now where’s Catherine?”


An inner door opened and Catherine appeared. She was in jumper and slacks and was shoeless. Her long fair hair was untidy over her shoulders.


“Stanley, darling!” she cried gleefully, nuzzling him briefly and filling the room with a perfume of bath salts. “Forgive my Constant Nymphing outfit, but you’re early. Why do you have to wear that kind of hat? Did Nita let you in?”


“Oh,” said Stanley, “was that——”


“That was,” said Philip firmly. “Most peculiar. She is, I understand, a veganin.”


“A Vegan,” said Catherine. “And really very sweet.”


“She refers to me,” said Philip, reeling up the hair-drier flex, “as ‘Terence’.”


“Oh,” said Stanley.


“Shall I soften her up for you, darling?” offered Catherine. “As it is, she’s moping. That’s why she’s here. She has a husband in Charlotte Street who’s living with some odd man.”


“No, really,” said Stanley anxiously. “Look, Kat, I’ve to report at Gravestone by three. If you could …”


He broke off helplessly with a gesture of his umbrella.


“Actually it sounds very wet of them,” said Catherine, “insisting on a time. Will they commission you, or will it be sordid?”


“Well,” said Stanley, “they select people now. We may have to have a Board.”


“Psychiatrists,” said Catherine, appreciatively. “Think of all the lovely cosy questions. Well, now, lunch. Count Nita out; she’ll ferret up some nut-meat roast and the like. Let’s go to the Parapluie and save the rations. Then we can have a rout at the Brass Farthing afterwards and Nita can join us there. How lovely to see you. Clearly you must turn up blind at Gravestone.”


Nita did not in fact reappear before they went out and walked to the Parapluie.


The Parapluie was in a side street off King’s Road. Externally, it achieved something less than sophistication by being coated in flat yellow wash. Inside, a good deal of irregular half-partitioning and sudden changes of floor level gave the impression that its builders had been obstinately at loggerheads. From time to time in the ’thirties it had enjoyed some reputation as a firm base for late trips to sightsee newspaper-covered  sleepers on the riverside benches. Its fortunes were entirely unpredictable. Two inexplicable bankruptcies, attributed to lack of custom, had paved the way for its being snapped up by its present Armenian proprietor, who had laid on the yellow wash, ubiquitous inside as well as out, and had lined the walls with a myriad of the uglier Van Gogh reproductions, reduced to postcard size and framed funereally in black.


Ever since these labours he had sat in the front room of the place, with an air of languid, potential ferocity (as if one would not be surprised to see him suddenly snatch and dissect a harmless insect), perpetually stroking an intense cat, which protruded from his jacket, and watching a fabulously large and incessant stream of customers.


For this, the war had been largely responsible. The obvious demi-mondaine character of the place was attractive to some. To others, who might hardly scrape up a ration book among a round dozen, it was an essential source of food.


Stanley was fascinated by the tail of the cat throughout his lunch. It hung down like a subsidiary beard over the Armenian’s stomach and switched about here and there, hovering like the hand of an indecisive pickpocket. The Armenian’s stare was patient and objective. It took in Catherine’s elegant clothing (she had always shopped at Harrods even through the lean periods which had been Philip’s frequent lot over the three years of their marriage) and rejected with something like courtesy the warm glance she accorded him.


Catherine talked incessantly till the coffee, for which the Parapluie was execrated by even its most enthusiastic patrons, waving gaily to every third customer, and telling the name, life history (and in case of doubt, the sex) of each to her brother.


“Well, look here,” said Philip. “There’s probably no time for the Brass Farthing before they close. It’s two.”


Stanley started.


“My train!” he moaned. “It’s at 2.5!”


He scrabbled feverishly under the table for his webbing equipment.


“Good gracious,” said Catherine. “Will you be arrested? My poor sweet! Can’t you ring them up and explain? I always used to do that, in the Land Army. Some farmers were quite beastly at first, but they soon got the idea. Shall I ring up?”


“No,” said Stanley hastily. “No. I’d better get to Victoria and see what can be done. Wait a minute.” He got out his warrant and studied the back of it.


“R.T.O.” he said. “That’s it. See the R.T.O.”


They caught a bus.


At Victoria Catherine said: “I’ll look after your umbrella, darling. You’ll give them a twitch going in with that.”


Stanley went into the R.T.O.’s office and joined a queue.


It might have been a queue in the Buttery of his college. A curious collection of obvious ex-undergraduates in ill-fitting battledresses and equipment were having their passes stamped with rapidity by an R.E. sergeant, prematurely grizzled and hollow-eyed. As he stamped them he made briskly opinionated comments to another apathetic sergeant at his side.


“Look at these geezers,” he said, stamping away. “You ever seen a shower like this come in? Done up like a sackapertaters. Think they was workin’ their tickets, steada first day called up. Bus broke down! Left me case in the Tube! One bloke says: ‘I come over dizzy sudden.’ I said: ‘Yer,’ I said, ‘comin’ the old soldier already?’ All you men!” he honked abruptly. “Catch the 3.5!”


They all drifted outside and clustered loosely together, as if they were seeking warmth and would have got closer but for not having been introduced.


Catherine came up again with a packet of sandwiches, and hooked Stanley’s umbrella into his webbing belt.
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The electric train braked relentlessly. A large man, standing to get down a wicker hamper from the rack, sat down suddenly on Stanley with a furious cry of “Bastard!”


“Gravestone East!” shrilled a voice outside. It was a porter, female and muscular.


Stanley heaved his suitcase to the barrier and out into the station-yard. The loose group formed up again and made its way hopefully to an army lorry. Here they waited for ten minutes till a driver slammed into the cab and drove indifferently away, leaving them in the roadway.


A corporal of the military police came up to them.


“Barracks?” he said briefly. “Mile up on the right. Best get weavin’, else be late.”


Meekly they picked up their belongings and straggled up the road, past mean shops and a peeling hoarding, and then along the faded green railings of the barracks.


At the gate stood two sergeants and a group of corporals.


“Guard-Room, Guard-Room!” they said, pointing. “Report in.”


They were snappy and prim. Their stripes gleamed with white ink. One or two of the corporals, in an excess of energy, stamped their iron heels on the asphalt with absent-minded precision.


Stanley queued with the others in the Guard-Room and then waited outside.


The barracks had originally centred round the drill square. To the right of the gate stood the Officers’ Mess and Quarters, girdled by some gap-toothed urban shrubbery. Across the expanse of the square were large buildings in Council Estate red brick bearing names of campaigns: Assam, Mesopotamia, Peninsula. These were newer than the Officers’ Quarters, and had replaced the wooden buildings of the former mule lines. To the far left ran a long hotchpotch of yellow brick, grey-slated, single-storey edifices, now serving as offices and stores, while immediately inside the gates, on the left, stood the rickety “F” Block, an ugly, flimsy, two-storey structure in buff-painted weather-boarding. It seemed doubtful whether it could support the slates of its roof, but it had, in fact, survived a whole series of condemnations.


The Duke of Wellington had thought little of it on its erection. Successive Commanding Officers had put in for its demolition, and on the eve of the Crimean War it had been condemned. Hostilities, however, had brought a timely reprieve, and it survived till 1897, when preparations were again made for pulling it down. The outbreak of the Boer War had saved it once more and it was used as a vast blanket store. 1914, again, was no time to be fussy, and for four years a series of drafts slept uncomfortably in it, while cold winds poked in at them from all the seams of its woodwork. When in 1939 its demolition had been finally agreed on by the War Office, the then Commanding Officer, an acute mind, made a bet with the Quartermaster that war would break out that year. One small outhouse had actually been cleared when the international conflict put a stop to all building and it again acquired an enhanced value. Drafts still passed through it, and it was taken care of by two wizened men of Depot Company, who walked a daily hundred and fifty yards to running water for their wash and shave.


The barracks had spread lopsidedly from the square down towards the river. A red-brick Naafi and an echoing Nissen gymnasium near the stone cook-houses hid from the main road a whole poultry farm of black creosoted huts, where a large part of the barracks’ greatly expanded population now lived. Several fine old elms had been cut down to ensure symmetrical lines for these huts, but they were all set at an angle to the other buildings of the barracks, and squatted aloof and brooding down the slope to the calm and stately River Gravel which gave the town its name.


Stanley leaned on his umbrella and contemplated as much of it as he could see.


“RIGHT!” shouted a sergeant. “Getfellininfrees!”


The Quartermaster kitted them out, and they marched again, doubly loaded, for an inoculation.


“Tet-tox and T.A.B.,” said the sergeant briskly. “Your lucky day. Lovely. Gittinthere!”


The medical officer worked through them systematically. “Roll your sleeves right up,” said an orderly, swabbing with spirit. “Both arms.”


“Sergeant,” said Stanley. “This battledress. It looks peculiar.”


“Q.M. issued you with it, didn’t he, lad?" asked the sergeant.


“Yes.”


“Then it’s all right,” said the sergeant promptly. “All that whitish sort of stuff: anti-gas impregnated that one is. Lovely.”


The battledress seemed to be patched with a pale yellow powder. The material was stiff, and the unpowdered areas were an ugly, greenish hue. No one else’s seemed like it.


“Outside!” shouted the sergeant. “Gefellin!”


They marched to hand in their civilian documents and sign for their Army pay-books, and then joined another throng to be sorted out into huts. Lists were called out.


“You lot,” said a corporal. “Into Sebastopol, on your right. Kit on the bed and out sharp for tea parade. Move!”


After tea the corporal said:


“See this? Corporal Sutton’s bed, ’ere, is laid out like yours must be. Take a good look. Ask what you can’t see; blankets folded, holdall, housewife, laid out in front, boots with all studs in down the bottom end, so; no civvy kit allowed, all to be packed off home. After six o’clock make your bed down. All right? Scrub webbing and brasses up pukka till arpass sem supper.”
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“Gather round here,” said the corporal. “Siddown, siddown. Right. Now you’re in the Army. What does that mean? I’ll tell you what it means. Nobody likes the Army. You got to do what you’re told. You got to be smart and soldierlike. And what’s that? That’s smart. When you’re walkin’ about the town, no ’ands in pockets, d’you follow me? And this town, being it’s a garrison town, is a very notorious place. Shockin’. Terrible. There’s women ’ere, lot of women ’ere, that fancy soldiers. You may laugh. You may smile. Why, only the other night … but we’ll skip that for the moment. Only my advice to you is: be very very careful. The M.O.’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I’m Corporal Miller. That’s Corporal Sutton, doin’ ’is brasses still. Your platoon sarnt’s Sarnt Morris, Comp’ny Commander Major ’Arkness. C.O.’s Lootenant-Colonel Ellis. It’s all pinned up on the door, words and music. You got to know the whole issue. Corp Sutton’ll talk to you now about your training, and I shall be orf up the town. Any questions? Right. Cheero.”


“When do we have any leave, Corporal, please?”


“Not yet you don’t. Right. Cheero.”


“Ten minutes about training,” said Lance-Corporal Sutton, “then ready for into bed. Lights out blows in forty minutes, after which time no lights, no smokin’, no talkin’; everyone into bed until such time as it blows reveille. Right. Trainin’ you do ’ere’ll be rifle, Bren, and proficiency in the ’andling of these weapons under all conditions, anti-gas trainin’ and a nice drop of P.T., to get you worked up to a proper standard of fitness in order to kill the enemy. Your first week’s is up on the door there with all the other bull. Now start askin’ questions.”




“I say,” said Stanley, “Corporal Sutton sleeps in his shirt and underpants.”





Ten-thirty. A bugle.


“All right?” asked Lance-Corporal Sutton at the light switch. “All in? Fag out, that man. Right.”


He took a last look round, lean nobbly legs under the tails of the drab khaki shirt.


“Remember, reveille blows six sharp. When it blows, feet on the floor, everyone, straight away. Right?”


A voice outside called authoritatively: “Giddat light out!”


“Barlux,” said Lance-Corporal Sutton, switching it out.



















CHAPTER THREE





CATHERINE BRANDISHED A postcard at Philip.


“They didn’t arrest Stanley, darling,” she announced. “They’re in some tiresome hut called Sebastopol—imagine! They seem to be all undergraduates, too. Extraordinary. Oh, and he’s just had tea. In a bucket—or, I imagine, from a bucket. Loathsome. They’d been there two hours when he wrote it and he was just going to make his bed down. I must say it sounds frightfully cushy. Still, I don’t think you would have liked it, heart or no heart. Never mind, darling. I’m sure a little hat like Stanley’s wouldn’t have suited you. Anyway, your heart’s nice enough for me.”


She kissed him.


“Are you listening?” she said, crashing her fist on his chest.


Philip was still asleep. He had been fire-watching with two bearded men at the college of art where he taught. The bearded men had been boring about Marxist heresies till four in the morning. The year before, the same two had been passionately not on speaking terms while an incendiary bomb spluttered on the far corner of their roof. Not until Philip had come up from his watch below had it been shoved off (and by him) into the street.


Philip awoke and clawed amorously at her.


“That’s enough,” said Catherine. “Remember Nita.”




*





Sarah brought the postcard in to Mr. Windrush in his study.


“Master Stanley,” she said, “he got there.”


Mr. Windrush read it and frowned.


“He didn’t arrive there till 4.10,” he remarked. “I distinctly remember organising a train that got in at 2.46.”


He got down a Bradshaw and a Southern Railway time-table and began checking.




*





When the bugle blew for reveille all Sebastopol was already awake. An insistent whistle from the radio loudspeaker in the hut had been gnawing at them for a full half-hour. As the bugle blew, the whistle stopped and a voice said: “This is the B.B.C. Forces Programme. Good morning, everybody.”


Corporal Miller and Lance-Corporal Sutton padded at once to the wash-basins with cries of: “Out of it! Both feet on the floor! That man! Sun’s scorchin’ yer eyeballs out!”


Stanley got up and queued at the wash-basins.


The radio was by now in full voice. A coloured group were intoning:






“Pork chops and gravy,


Pork chops and gravy,


Pork chops and gravy,


I want a pork-a chop-a Charlie


With some corn bread.”








When Stanley came back from a cold-water shave it was playing a vigorous rumba.


After breakfast there were “room jobs”.


“Windrush. Don’t say ‘Hullo’, lad. Corp’r’l.”


“Corporal.”


“You’re on door-knobs. They must be clean. They must shine. Bags of shine. Git moving.”


“Corporal.”




*





Eight-twenty-five.


“Stand by yer beds. Come on, come on! Doncher know there’s a war on? Get them beds lined up. That one’s a bit longer? Boloney. Gititinthere! Get them boots right way up, lad. That respirator, bit more further over this way. Waters! Your knife-fork-and-spoon not showin’? Stand by yer beds! Romney, dress back a bit there. Watch it! Room! Room-SHUN! STILL! P’toon present and correct, Sarnt.”
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