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			BOOK ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			(1)

			It took all of April and May to get out of the jungle. My birthday was at the end of April, and I had laid my gold watch against Peter’s signet-ring that I should never live to celebrate it. He would have had the gold watch if by April 27th it had not been smashed beyond repair. I told him to take it and sell the gold; but he said we hadn’t been able to celebrate the birthday anyway, unless another jungle sore and a sock full of rice could be called a celebration; and, in any case, if the other thing had happened, he wouldn’t have left his signet-ring for the Japs to loot from my corpse. “And what do you mean, sell the gold?” he added. We did not think even then we would come through to civilisation.

			Behind us they were fighting their way out. Our only concern was retreat, but no one knew exactly where the line was, and once the Japs had crept ahead of us and blocked the road. We had to abandon our transport and get through the jungle as best we could. All our equipment had gone, except for a water-bottle and a haversack and a sock for rice.

			Many people were dropping out altogether from fever and exhaustion. They were left—whilst we had these things still—with a rifle and five rounds. They were supposed to have only one round because of the ammunition shortage, but we left them five to use as they liked on the Japs or themselves.

			There were bad dysentery cases, too, who discarded their pants and went on in their shirt tails. I had dysentery mildly; but my worst complaint was the sores that had started—four of them the size of half-crown pieces that ate into the flesh like acid, down to the bone.

			At night we slept on the side of the track when there was track to sleep on the side of, and to hell with mosquitoes and malaria. And to hell with tigers, for that matter—though fortunately we never saw a tiger to say to hell with.

			The nights were harder to bear than the days, especially when you slept. In the day there was some defence: a cynical humour, companionship, the preoccupation of sipping water, or longing for water, or dragging yourself up hillside; and distances and sizes were what you expected. But in the dark your fears reared up grotesquely. You were terribly small and alone. No British army, no Indian army, no General Alexander; only yourself in the clutches of a nightmare. I think a nightmare can be more real than the real thing; for you do not know it is a nightmare when you are sleeping, but when you are awake you can pretend life is all a dream.

			Once when we awoke in the morning Peter had gone. Two miles up the track we found him coming back to meet us. He had gone off in his sleep thinking we had left him behind. Another time a sergeant woke me. “I can see them!” he cried. “Look!” He pointed into the moonlit jungle. The perspiration was streaming down his face. Then he asked the time, and rolled over and was quiet. Afterwards he did not remember.

			Sometimes deserters joined us from the fighting battalions. Later, in India, most of them were awarded long sentences of imprisonment by a General Court Martial. We could not desert because there was nothing to desert to, and I was often glad there was not that alternative.

			So we crawled back, ill and shattered and depleted. I never saw a Jap outside of my dreams, not until later when one was shot down out of his aircraft 15,000 feet over Assam. You could see a dent the shape of his body in the paddy-field, arms out like a cross.

			It was the jungle and the sun that had broken us; and God knows how through all that one nurses the life spirit. I did not know how I could suffer this much and live, nor that I could remain sane through such torments of mind. Yet I was nothing like the worst.

			We thought that we would die and that the Japs would stick our rotting corpses with bayonets for fun. We did not die. We reached a camp near the Indian frontier, and the newly dead were carried from their beds to make room for us. Then there was a lorry and at last a train. On the train there were five hundred sick and wounded, with no doctors, no medical orderlies and no destination. We seemed to go all over India looking for a hospital that was not already too full to take us. At stations we made the natives unravel the muslim dhotis from their waists, and we washed them to use as bandages. We also put down the dead at stations.

			We were three nights on the train, and it was nearly mid­summer and the fans were not working. I thought the heat and the smell of sweat and wounds were as bad as anything in Burma.

			On the afternoon of the fourth day we reached Kachatola, and there were ambulances at the station. By five o’clock we were in bed. The hospital had hardly been completed, but there were white sheets and fans, and cool rooms with clean white walls. There were white nurses, too. And there was tea, and hot water, and medicine, and the attention of doctors.

			I knew that I was not going to die; at least, not yet. 

			(2)

			I lay between the cool, white sheets, and there was the smell of hospital. I thought, heaven will smell like this, and angels will wear starched things like nurses and God will operate with rubber gloves. It will be just like this: you will come dirty and worn from the jungle of life, and you will be sponged and shaved and given fresh, beautiful clothes, and your pain will be assuaged and your sores healed, and there will be anodyne for the griefs and the bitterness and the hatreds of the soul. Then, purified and shining, you will step out amongst the lawns and the flowers and the fountains . . .

			There were no flowers or fountains in the hospital compound, only the brown earth and burnt grass; but it was near enough to heaven for me, especially when I woke suddenly in the night to find myself searching for my revolver in frenzied terror. Then I would discover that the dark shape I had seen was not a Jap, but one of the posts of the verandah, and I would sink back on to the pillows with indescribable relief. It is curious how persistent were those retrospective nightmares. When I asked the doctor about them, he said:

			“Perhaps they’re to intensify your joy when you find out where you really are.”

			“And when I dreamt of home in the jungle?” I asked. “Was that to intensify my horror when I woke up to reality?”

			I was only three weeks in bed. After that I used to sit in an arm­ chair on the balcony, smoking and thinking. It was not at once that I found I could think clearly again. All through Burma my thoughts had been feverish and sick; I had said to myself a thousand times, “Was it I that had sat on the lawn by the river at Tewkesbury, reading fine, leather-bound, good-smelling volumes?” And reason, what remained of it, had said, “It was you, the same body-you. But not the same mind-you.” That was it, the body was the common denominator; and except for the body I was someone else, someone alien, doing things that had no connection with the self that I had been long ago.

			Now very gradually, serenity descended upon me once more and my old self drifted back. I felt a continuity with the person that I had been; yet when I sent my thoughts back to England it was not, so to speak, as the crow flies, but through Burma; through the jungle, through that period of time when my real self had been almost extinguished. So, like a convict whose completed sentence always has a place in his consciousness, I was in that respect changed.

			I savoured this peace in delicious content, and I wanted it to continue. I wanted to go on for ever smoking cigarettes and thinking, and sitting on the balcony just out of the sun. I did not want a woman, or whisky, or to play poker or listen to the wireless. In the ward they kept the wireless on all day long, anything at all so long as it was noise, and mostly it was the awful metallic cacophony of a jazz band. Instead I watched the tree rats in the compound; because, of course, they were not rats at all, but had tails like squirrels, and jumped like monkeys, and moved jerkily like lizards; and they were very pretty with their striped fur. I watched these and listened to the birds, and at night to the haunting cries of the jackals. I was happy, not wanting to come to grips with life again. Often I thought I would have done well to get something worse than jungle sores and dysentery, something painless but incapacitating.

			I was in no hurry to leave the hospital, though when the time came I was given a month’s leave, and went up to Simla. They all said, you won’t remember a minute of it, with all your accumulated pay you will be drunk for twenty-four hours a day. But I remember it all, not the effects of whisky and gin, but the long line of the snow-covered Himalayas behind the town, and the cool walks amongst the deodars, and looking down 6,000 feet to the hot, dusty plains, and feeling like a god. I found a servant, a bearer, who suited me well. He was a gentle person called Bahadur, who spoke English and understood my moods, though I think he was offended when I refused to let him dress me. He had soft brown eyes, and I liked him because he spoke fondly of his family and did not offer me his daughter for three rupees a night.

			In the evenings I sat in the garden of the hotel, sipping long drinks of gin and lemon, wishing that this month could be for ever. All the same, I knew that if it were for ever I should want to step down into life again, to my friends, and to change, and disorder, and new, interesting things. It was six weeks since I had seen Peter. He had been out of hospital before me and gone down to Madras, believing in a livelier recuperation. I didn’t want to see him again at once. But in time I should need the stimulation of his friendship and his conversation. My serenity would at length desert me, and I should lose that supreme detachment with which I gazed on the plains. I was never made to live in a cloud; I needed earthier sustenance.

			Besides, there was no choice. Beggars can’t be choosers—nor airmen, either.

			It was early September. Bahadur said, yes, Sahib, he would always be my bearer, he would come with me to Delhi; indeed, he must come with me to Delhi to see I drink no bad water on the train. He must see I do not wear one shirt two days.

			Thus, together, we descended to the plains.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			(1)

			I knew I was through with flying, and I wasn’t sorry. When I was in Burma and the dizziness had started, I had pretended nothing was the matter. After two or three bad scares I nearly crashed the aircraft, and that was the end. For the last three days before we got out I stood on the airfield and watched the others take off, feeling like a worm.

			There was good reason for feeling like that. I think the dizziness had come because part of me was afraid and did not want to fly any more, just as once appendicitis pains had started when I was scared to go back to school. There must have been some cause, and though the doctors would not say so, I still believe that was it. If I had not been dizzy, I would have gone on flying, because the fear of being thought a coward is the biggest fear of all; but the mechanism of the subconscious is so damnably clever.

			I felt like a worm, then, when the others were still flying; but later on the jungle made short work of my lingering heroics, and I did not care if I never saw an aircraft again in my life. If anyone asked me why I was off flying, I told them without any bad conscience of the dizziness. It was one of the little dishonesties that I allowed myself.

			I had a Medical Board in Delhi, and was officially ‘grounded.’ They might have added ‘with honour,’ for the Wing-Commander patted me on the shoulder, and shook my hand, and said:

			“It’s not so exciting at ground level. But life is good fun.”

			He fluttered the certificate which he had signed; he knew what his signature meant.

			“We’ll find you something interesting,” he said.

			“Quick promotion and staff pay?”

			“You never know,” he said.

			I did not care a great deal. The war in Europe would last a long time, and in the East it would last longer still. I would be in it to the end. I saw time stretching away, and I saw it in terms of the hot, sandy plains of India, insufferably dreary. Perhaps the dreariness would drive me at length to flying again . . .

			“Is there a good bar in Delhi?’’ I said.

			“There’s Davico’s,’’ he said. “Or the Imperial.”

			“Life is good fun,’’ I said with a weary jest, and he smiled.

			I began to stroll down the long avenue. After a while I found myself perspiring, and called a tonga.

			“Davico’s,’’ I said.

			The horse moved off at a trot. I said, “Slowly!” to the driver, but he did not understand. He flicked the back of the horse with his whip, and we went faster. I was banged about uncomfortably in the narrow, open carriage, and was glad when we reached the bar. “Two rupees,’’ said the driver. He could see that I was a newcomer. I don’t know what it is, but they can always tell.

			I held out to him a single rupee note. He took it between his fingers, looking at it as though I had insulted him by giving him an old cigarette end. Then he followed me with reproachful eyes, and as I went through the door of the bar I could hear a plaintive cry of “Sahib!” I went on, feeling uncomfortable, and angry with him for trying to cheat me, and sorry for him because even if I had cheated him the police would have taken no action. I remember once I saw two drunken soldiers get out of a carriage and refuse to pay. When the driver demanded his money, one of the soldiers struck his hand. There was a policeman close by, and he came over reluctantly; but it was only to tell the driver not to cause trouble.

			As I went to the bar I saw Peter was there with Mervyn Bentley.  It was an exciting reunion. We didn’t know where to begin.

			“I should have known you were here at the best bar,” I said. 

			“Only because it’s the best whisky.”

			“You find that fast enough.”

			“I’ve been here weeks,” Peter said. “Doing my Lutyens.” 

			“I’ve done it this morning. It’s utterly soulless.”

			“I’m so glad you agree with me.”

			“It costs a rupee to get from one building to another, and then you can’t get in because it’s the Viceregal Lodge or the Commander-in-Chief’s house.”

			“You must be an Air-Marshal,” said Mervyn, “and have a super- charged Chrysler. Then New Delhi’s a paradise.”

			“The avenues were built for supercharged Chryslers.”

			“And the marble palaces for stuffed shirts.”

			“It was the right idea,” Peter said. “I’m going to be a stuffed shirt—very soon.”

			“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” I said.

			“Yes, I’m going to be a stuffed shirt. I’m going to join the Gymkhana Club now. Hurry up with that whisky.”

			I drained my glass. It was Scotch whisky, and it made me feel very happy. I forgot all about my serenity in Simla, and was glad to be with Peter again, and even with Mervyn, though I did not like Mervyn as much as I liked Peter. I had been with Peter on the boat from England and again in Burma and in the jungle. He was only twenty. He had been so young when the ‘phoney’ war was on that he had been allowed to go to the University of Grenoble to study French. Then the break-through had come, and he had been trapped in Unoccupied France. He had had a good time ski-ing in the Pyrenees, until he thought it was time to come home and join the Air Force. He walked over the Pyrenees, but they picked him up with a forged visa in Spain and put him in prison for six months. By that time there was something wrong with his ear, so that he was disqualified from flying. Now he was an Intelligence Officer in the Air Force.

			His name was Peter, but everyone said that it ought to be Algernon, because of the moustache that he had carefully cultivated, pushing it up at the ends. In London he used to take it to Maurice’s for its upkeep, and that is proof of how keen he was about his moustache. He was thinking particularly about its future, when it would be quite grey and exquisitely groomed. He liked to think of himself in the rôle of English Gentleman, which in fact he was by birth. He also wanted to be a good conversationalist, a connoisseur of wine and food, and a writer. He was doing excellently for his age in all these respects.

			“For God’s sake!” exclaimed Mervyn. “Isn’t this a lousy, rotten hole!”

			The fury and hatred in him had suddenly blown up like a gale, and his voice shook with vehemence. It was no particular surprise.

			We had seen too many of Mervyn’s neurotic outbursts to be either alarmed or impressed.

			“I was such a damned fool to come!” he went on. 

			“Come where?”

			“To India, of course.”

			“Of course,” I said. “What a pity you didn’t ask the Air Ministry to cancel your posting overseas.”

			“I could have got out of it.”

			“Could you?”

			“I was a coward,” he said. “There were a dozen ways. I always let myself get into a mess through indecision.”

			“You should have been in Burma.” I couldn’t resist that, though it sounded dreadfully priggish.

			“Oh, I know what you went through. I should have shot myself.”

			“You’d never shoot yourself.”

			“I’m afraid you’re right.”

			“Nonsense!” Peter said. “Mervyn’s going to shoot himself, and you’re not to discourage him. He promised last week that he’d do so, and he’s sending us invitations. ‘You are invited to be present on the steps of Government Buildings at 21.30 hours on the evening of 23rd September, 1942, to witness the outstanding social event of the season.’ I’m going to keep the bullet as a memento. ‘It was with this bullet that Mervyn Bentley took his own life as a protest against the imprisonment of Mahatma Gandhi.’ ”

			“To hell with Gandhi,” said Mervyn. “As a protest against the enforced detention of myself in the unspeakably horrid country of India.”

			“India’s all right. You love it really.”

			“As a matter of fact, it wouldn’t be intolerable in the right circumstances. It’s the circumstances that are so appalling. I’m going home. It’s quite possible.”

			“You’re going to Bombay,” Peter said. “You don’t know about that yet, do you, Michael? We’re all going to Bombay. I’ve been waiting to tell you.”

			“How do you know what I’m going to do?” I said.

			“I’ve arranged it. I’ve been arranging it for weeks. You’re going to have a Medical Board.”

			“I’ve had a Medical Board.”

			“And you’re grounded? That’s fine. Now you’re going to Bombay.”

			“Why Bombay?”

			“It’s a nice place. There’s the Taj Mahal Hotel, and Juhu beach, and the most beautiful women you ever saw. But that’s not why we’re going there. We’re going to learn Japanese.”

			“I’ve never been able to master even Hindustani,” I said.

			“I’ve often heard you say dhobi and baksheesh. Anyway, you mustn’t let me down. I’ve told the Squadron-Leader that you’re a polyglot. I said you learnt Serbian in three weeks without a master.”

			“I didn’t know there was a language called Serbian.”

			“Nor did the Squadron-Leader—that’s what impressed him. You’ve only to say I was exaggerating, and he’ll like you all the more for being modest. We’re all going to have a wonderful time learning Japanese. Even Mervyn, though he doesn’t know it.”

			“It’ll have to be very wonderful,” Mervyn said. “Aren’t you looking forward to it?” I said.

			“I don’t mind. It’s all the same to me. It’s all the same waste of time.”

			“There’s a war,” I said. “There are a lot of people wasting time.” 

			“Don’t preach.”

			“Don’t be selfish.”

			“I’ve never pretended to be anything but selfish. I’m not interested in war.”

			“What would you do at home that isn’t wasting time?” 

			“I should live. This isn’t living, here. Everyone’s dead.”

			“You’re wrong. Some people are more alive here than they are at home.”

			“Well, one man’s meat . . .” Mervyn said.

			“It will be a good thing, this Japanese,” said Peter. “It’s going to take a year. I always had the instinct to return to the womb. Returning to school is a step in the right direction. We shall have long holidays, too, because it’s a great strain. Besides, it’s quite a compliment. Only the best brains can learn Japanese. It requires a reorientation of the mind. You think backwards and write upside down.’’

			“That’ll be fun. And what happens then?”

			“You wait until a Jap is shot down out of the sky. Then you ask him his name and Where the Big Attack is Coming.”

			“It’s already come,” I said. “Didn’t you know that’s why we got out of Burma?”

			“Well, then you ask him about his Weak Points. It’s all quite safe, because you do this at Headquarters, and there are two Gurkha guards pinning down his arms.”

			“The Japs don’t use parachutes,” I said. “So there won’t be any air prisoners.”

			“That’s why they’re only going to teach a few of us.”

			“Well,” I said, “it sounds all right.”

			“I tell you, it’s the best job of the war.”

			“Then it’s just what I’ve been looking for,” I said.

			(2)

			When we had finished a round of whiskies, we left the bar to find somewhere for lunch. Mervyn came along moodily, his hands plunged into his trouser pockets and his shoulders rounded. He looked as though he had spent the night in his khaki bush-shirt, which was probably the case. When we had been in the same cabin on the boat as far as Ceylon, he would often pace the deck until five or six in the morning, chain-smoking, and then collapse on his bunk without removing his clothes. He had the temperament of an artist and a strong artistic sense; but he could not harness himself to creation. He was better suited to attract by his conversation, which cost him no effort, than through the medium of paint or the written word; and his personality had brought success to his Chelsea bookshop.

			We had lunch at a Chinese restaurant, and ordered wine. The waiter said, “I will give wine, but in the hot middle day it is killing. I do not advise.” We thought this was very nice of him. Afterwards Peter swore he had said “in the hot day’s middle.” But at any rate he did not advise, and we drank water with our fried rice and noodles.

			In the afternoon I went to Headquarters, and was interviewed by the Squadron-Leader in the Intelligence Branch. I confessed that I did not speak Serbian, but had not found French and Spanish too difficult. He spoke to me fluently in both. I said I knew a few words of Polish, and he said, “I bet they’re na zdrovie!” It was a good thing I had not said I could speak Russian.

			“You’re keen to learn Japanese?” he asked. 

			“There’s nothing I should prefer.”

			“I’m told it’s a short-cut to the madhouse.” 

			“There are a lot of short-cuts,” I said.

			He added my name to a list he had in front of him.

			“The course begins on Monday,” he said. “You can get a ticket voucher and catch a train tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			(1)

			It is not the most beautiful or varied part of India that lies between Delhi and Bombay. There is no grandeur in the parched land that stretches grudgingly away to flat horizon. Rivers flow with a muddy sloth, and shrubs have to struggle to push out dry, dusty leaves. And at the stations nothing tempts you to leave the train and explore.

			At one of the stations at which we stopped I noticed the name Dhanapore, and I remembered that I had been at school in England with the Nawab of this state, who for some reason was not sent to Eton. I had always imagined his lands to be lush and jungly, because he had once spoken to me of tiger shooting. Now we were passing through it, I discovered that he ruled over a desert, with little villages as cramped as beehives, but dirtier and not so well organised. Nevertheless, the palace of which I caught a glimpse had a gigantic splendour. The train inspector told me that the Nawab was exceedingly rich and that he entertained all the bigwigs in India. He said that the Nawab’s wife had to keep strict Purdah, but once on the train she had asked the inspector if she could be seen from outside the carriage. When he said it was impossible, she removed her cloak with its tiny lattice window and lit a cigarette.

			“You must write and ask him to invite you to stay,” Mervyn said. “You’ll be well away. One should make a point of visiting a Maharajah.”

			“I haven’t got the clothes. It’s altogether too big a proposition. I don’t know anything about manners in Oriental palaces.”

			 “Oh, that’s easy,” he said. “They emulate us in things like that.”

			I did not think, all the same, that I would write to the Nawab. Not unless I was very bored with Bombay. And if ever we were given a long leave I should want to get away to the hills.

			There were four of us in the compartment, and in the next compartment there were three other officers who were also going to Bombay to learn Japanese. One of them was a Flight-Lieutenant, who had come up to us on the station at Delhi with a conscientious hail-fellow-well-met manner, showing off his Hindustani by un­necessarily ordering about the porters. My dislike was instantaneous; but I wondered if I was being unjust until Peter said:

			“I shall have difficulty in preventing myself being vile to that man.”

			“He is trying awfully hard to be popular with us,” I said.

			The fourth person in our own carriage was called Mario Vargas. He was good-looking in a fine, swarthy, aristocratic, Latin way, with eyelids that fluttered like those of a coquettish woman. He was Portuguese, though his English was almost perfect; he had affected a little stammer that gave him time to think before a difficult word.

			Mervyn had met him before in Delhi.

			“He’s a grand fellow,” he assured me. “He’s the best person I’ve met in this God-forsaken country.”

			“How’s that?” I said.

			“He’s one of those people who always send for the manager. He’s frightfully good. He was in billets, and they wouldn’t give him any hot water in his room. He had a first-rate row with the woman. When he said he would leave, she refused to give him back his money. He took out the electric-light bulbs all over the house, packed them in his suitcase, and went off to an hotel in the middle of the night.”

			“Has he any other good qualities?”

			“Oh, he’s a person,” Mervyn said. “He’s not one of these narrow, emasculated puppets.”

			Mervyn was not always reliable on character. But this time I agreed with him. Mario was the nicest person I had known with eyelids that flutter beautifully when they stammer. There was all kinds of goodness in him. He must have been a wild success with women, but he was reticent over his conquests.

			There was no corridor on the train. The first-class compartments were the width of a carriage, with four bunks. My bearer, Bahadur, was in the servant’s carriage, and at each station he came running along the platform to make sure that I was all right and had not been drinking any dirty water. He also put things in order in the compartment, and sat there like a watchdog when we changed to the restaurant car for dinner. When we came back he was as pleased to see us as if we had been away for months. He was exactly like a spaniel, only he had no tail to wag.

			After dinner we played poker. We put two suitcases in the middle of the floor, and sat on the two bottom bunks. As we had not sufficient change, we made matches into counters, four annas, eight annas, and one rupee. Peter played boldly, raising high; Mervyn was very cautious. We often had to wait while he tried to make up his mind whether to spend four annas, which is fourpence, to see someone’s hand.

			Whilst we were playing, the train stopped in a station and a young boy came into the compartment with a tray of oranges and bananas. I thought he had a fine white smile and lovely eyes. I would like to have bought his fruit, but already we had too many oranges.

			“No, thank you,” I said.

			“Very nice, Sahib. Good, Sahib.”

			“I don’t want any,” I said.

			“Good oranges, Sahib.” 

			“No,” I said.

			“Very cheap, Sahib.” 

			Mervyn leapt suddenly on his feet and waved his arms in the air.

			“Get out, you little devil, or I’ll break your blasted black neck!”

			The boy turned and disappeared like a frightened animal.

			“That’s the way to treat them!” Mervyn said. He was vastly amused. “That gets rid of them all right.”

			“Another way’s to shoot them,” Mario said.

			“Did you see him move! ‘Get out, you little black devil!’ ” He chuckled reminiscently. “That’s the way to move them.”

			“You’re a nigger beater,” I said.

			“It fixed him all right.”

			“It scared him, certainly.”

			“ ‘I’ll break your blasted neck!’ ” he repeated.

			“It wouldn’t surprise me if you did, either.” 

			“Nonsense,” he said. “I was only pretending.”

			“Nonsense,” I said. “You’re a damned hypocrite.” 

			“I don’t do anything I don’t profess.”

			“You’re always talking about the poor Indian people being exploited by the British, and you behave like a third-rate imperialist.”

			“You say silly things,” he said. 

			“If you don’t pretend to be angry with these people, they make your life a misery.”

			“What about the poker?” Peter said.

			“I can’t afford to lose any more,” said Mervyn.

			“You only lose because you’re mean.”

			“I never have the cards.”

			“I’ve had no cards at all,” said Mario. “You’re so easy to bluff.”

			“Ah, c’est Mario qui blague.”

			“Say that in Japanese,” I said.

			“The first thing I shall ask Japanese prisoners is can they speak English.”

			“You won’t ask,” Peter said. “You’ll say to them, ‘If you don’t speak English I’ll break your blasted neck.’ ”

			“You little yellow devils!” Mervyn said, rolling the words over his tongue with delight.

			“I thought you were their champion.”

			“Please will you desist from misinterpreting my words. I am not their champion.”

			“You’re their apologist,” I said. “You’re always justifying them.” 

			“On the contrary, I don’t try to justify anybody, certainly not the Japs. I wouldn’t justify ourselves, either. I can’t use a word like justification. I don’t think I’m qualified to say this is right and that is wrong, and I don’t think you are. In my own life I don’t admit other people’s standards with their arbitrary right and wrong. I base my own behaviour on what is expedient, so long as I have sufficient control over myself to base it on anything at all. In the same way, so far as I support the war it’s because it’s expedient to defeat the Germans and the Japanese. If they defeat us, life would be even more inconvenient than it is in normal times. But to say that our cause is just and the cause of the enemy unjust, stinks to me of prejudice and cant.”

			“Why did you join the Air Force?” I asked Mario. “Did you join to fight for cant?’’

			“I told everybody I would join if there was a war. I had to save my face.”

			“You told all the girls at Estoril,” Peter said.

			“He’s a liar,” Mervyn said. “He’s a hundred per cent. idealist.”

			“It’s only a question of my face.”

			“I don’t believe you,” said Mervyn. “You can go back to Portugal tomorrow if you want.”

			“You can’t say you’re going to join the Air Force, and then walk out in the middle of a war because you don’t like it.”

			“You could if you were me,” said Mervyn. “I should go without a blush. I should tell them what they could do with their Air Force. That’s what I’m going to do, anyway. I’m going to get out.’’

			“You’ve been saying that for months.”

			“I know people who got out of the Army. They were mentally unfit. One was put in an asylum, and someone kept jumping out of bushes at him to condition him to something or other. In the end he was allowed to go back to his firm. He wrote a book about his treatment, but no publisher would touch it. It was too hot.”

			“Nobody can deny that you’re mentally unfitted.”

			“We shall all be mad by the end of this war,” Peter said. “You can’t live under unnatural conditions like this and not go mad.”

			“It’s the sun,” Mario said.

			“And bad whisky. It’s all very unnatural.”

			“It’s just how one had imagined India,” I said. “I always said my India would be different. But it’s curious how helpless you are against circumstances.”

			“Let’s drink some rum,” said Mervyn.

			He passed round his bottle, and we gulped down the liquid in turn. It was raw and burnt a channel down to my stomach. Peter found some cigars, and we sat there until after midnight, rattling along to Bombay. Then we climbed into our bunks. I remember lying in the dark with the fan purring on the ceiling to the right of my head, and wondering why I was there. There were thousands of millions of people in the world, and I was the one lying on the top right-hand bunk on the train going from Delhi to Bombay. And I was going to Bombay to learn Japanese.

			How very odd, I thought; I wonder why I wasn’t born to be the Nawab of Dhanapore. And I turned over and went to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			(1)

			We arrived on Friday afternoon, and were sent out to a unit on the outskirts of Bombay.

			The Adjutant said, “Oh, you’re the Jap-wallahs—good show,” and sent us in the back of a lorry to a hotel in Harrison Street. It was run by a woman called Miss Jackson. She was an Anglo-Indian, thirty-five perhaps, with Jewishly handsome features that showed signs of softening and running to seed; but there was a ripe attraction about her still.

			The hotel was clean and not badly furnished, and there were fans in all the rooms. As we went into the hall, Fenwick, the Flight­Lieutenant, said in my ear:

			“As I’m the senior officer, I should really have a single room, but I’m willing to share it with someone. You could come in with me.”

			I said, “Thank you, but Peter and I arranged to share.”

			“Perhaps Vargas would like to share my room,” he said.

			“Perhaps,” I said.

			We went upstairs and there were no single rooms, at least the rooms had had two single beds put in to accommodate us. Peter and I took one, and Mario went in with Mervyn.

			“You’re coming in here,” Miss Jackson said to Fenwick. Her tone was commanding. She swept forward and led him into a room in which there was already an officer who had arrived on another train from Karachi. “Now are you all right, boys?”

			“Where is the bath?” Mario asked. 

			“At the end of the corridor.”

			“What time do we eat?”

			“You eat at eight o’clock. On other days you may eat earlier by request.”

			“I hope your food is well cooked.” 

			“We are used to catering for officers.”

			“That means nothing,” Mario said. “We’re very particular.”

			“I am particular, too,” Miss Jackson said. “I am very particular about whom I have in my hotel. I hope you are all nice boys.”

			“We will pay for what we have,” Mario said. “We’re as nice as that.”

			“I think we shall understand each other.”

			Fenwick stood in the passage. He was still annoyed by the way he had been ordered into the room; he had also heard Mario talking to the proprietress and was jealous of this independence. He thought it was time to display his seniority.

			“How do you think I can wash my hands in the basin when the tap doesn’t run?” he said.

			“There is a tap on the pipe.”

			“Oh,” he said with forced jocularity. “That’s different. Why didn’t you say so before?”

			Bahadur began to unpack my clothes. He laid them neatly according to his invariable pattern, with my blue shirts and my khaki shirts in different piles, and pants and vests laid alternately ready to take out in pairs. In one of my socks he found a hole over which he shook his head sadly. Then he went into the bath: room to place my towel and soap by the bath. He would not go down to the bazaar to find himself a place to sleep until I was dressed for dinner. This was because he was afraid that when his back was turned I should put on the same bush-shirt that I had been wearing all day. He made it clear that in this respect he did not trust me farther than he could see.

			(2)

			On the following day we went to the school for an interview. Two flats had been taken over for our purpose in a large modern block; and the big, cool rooms overlooked the harbour, with its liners and naval vessels and graceful fishing-boats. When a new troopship came in from England, we could see it from the windows.

			Often, later on, we looked out of the windows at these things instead of thinking about Japanese.

			The chief instructor was a retired Brigadier, a fine, cultured man, small of stature and well-preserved. He had spent many of his sixty-five years in Japan, and we were to find a refreshing lack of prejudice in the way he spoke of the qualities and the shortcomings of the Japanese people.

			We sat down at the desks in the classroom.

			“Tell me how much Japanese you know,’ he said. 

			“Sayonara,” said Mario.

			“Hara-kiri.”

			“Kimono.”

			“Good,” he said. “You don’t know much Japanese. We can start from the beginning. First I’m going to give you a test.”

			He turned the blackboard round. On the back there were a dozen ideographs. We studied them intently for two or three minutes. After that he rubbed them out and drew twelve more. He numbered them. On a piece of paper we wrote down the numbers of those that we thought had appeared before.

			“That is to test your visual memory,” he said.

			Then he wrote on the blackboard some word-by-word translations of Japanese sentences. Man as-for comes time at me to informing condescend. We tried to make sense of them.

			“There is not time enough in one year to learn both the spoken and the written languages,” the Brigadier said. “I shall divide you into two sets.”

			He came and sat down by each of us in turn and examined our papers. I was the first in the front row.

			“You haven’t got all the characters right,” he said.

			“I haven’t got a good visual memory.”

			“You can pick up words well by ear?” 

			“I learn best that way.”

			“Very well,” he said. “You can do the colloquial.”

			He went on to Fenwick.

			“You would also be better at the spoken language?” 

			“I got hold of French and German without difficulty.” 

			“That is settled, then.”

			I thought that was a pity. I should have to work with Fenwick. But there would be Peter, too, and the other officer called Lamb who had been at the hotel, and a number of Army officers also. Mervyn and Mario elected to learn the ideographs. 

			“I will introduce you to your instructors now,” said the Brigadier, and led the way from the room. We followed him across the passage into the Common Room. Four Japanese sat there reading newspapers. They stood up and bowed as we entered, and when they had finished bowing they inclined their heads several times more and sucked in their breath noisily. They were all small of stature, and two of them wore thick-lensed glasses. They had all been in India when the war broke out; now in pedagogy they had been offered an alternative to internment.

			We shook hands.

			“How do you do?” one said meticulously. “How do you do?” 

			“There is another instructor on the way out from England,” the Brigadier said. “Meanwhile we’re lucky to have these gentlemen.” 

			“Yes, indeed,” we murmured, and the Japanese inclined again.

			“Very well,” said the Brigadier. “Will you please be here on Monday morning. I hope half-past nine is not too early?”

			(3)

			Although I did not expect to find Mr. Headley in his office on Sunday, I called on the off chance at No. 211 Cornwallis Road. I had been given his name and address before leaving England and for some reason it had remained in my mind long after my address­book had been lost in Burma.

			Mr. Headley was a social worker; a man who—so I had heard—had the attributes of a saint. I thought he would give me the best introduction to Bombay.

			His office was like a musty bookshop; I had seen nothing like it before amongst the well-ordered homes and places of business of other Englishmen in the Orient. There were dusty books everywhere, in the chairs and on the floor and stacked along the corridor. On the walls there were old calendars, curling at the corners and out of date; and on the desk, a chaos of papers and junk.

			But Mr. Headley himself was not there. In his place was an Indian youth who beamed at me in a fashion that was recognisably Christian.

			“Mr. Headley is out?” I asked.

			“He very soon return.”

			“What time?” 

			“At twelve he must return. He has not taken with him his instrument, and therefore he must return. At twelve he must be with his instrument.”

			“I will come at twelve,” I said, though I did not understand what he meant about the instrument, and I went off to do some shopping.

			I went past the big European stores, which were closed because it was Sunday, and into the bazaars of the side streets. I felt like the stranger I was—with no comprehension of the life seething round me, not even of the simple processes, the mixing of potions, the side-stepping from the holy cow that sniffed at a cart of vegetables, the smoking of hookahs or the eating of chapattis—I didn’t understand the language or the feelings, how these brown-skinned people made love or worshipped, what they enjoyed and what they hated. The streets were full of filth and noise; children played naked in the gutter, and deformed beggars in stinking rags called out for alms in husky whispers. I thought how easy it was to lose your pity and grow contemptuous, how easy to despise what you didn’t understand. The syphilitic mendicant was too low for sympathy, too remote from your own experience, too animal. You needed a genius for sympathy if you were to comprehend. I turned away and went back to Mr. Headley’s office, and all the dusty chaos had a friendly and familiar English look.

			Mr. Headley, from behind his desk, called me in as though I was a regular visitor.

			“Come in, come in,” he said. “Don’t you look hot!” 

			“It’s very hot outside,” I said.

			“Excuse me,” he said. “I’m one of those stupid people who must jab themselves to the clock.”

			I saw that his hand held a syringe. He was pushing the needle through the rubber cap of a small bottle.

			“Marvellous stuff, insulin,” he said. “Kept me alive for twenty-two years. How old would you say I am?”

			“That’s difficult to guess,” I said. “Fifty, or fifty-five, perhaps.”

			“Sixty. No illness—nothing. That’s insulin.”

			“Splendid,’’ I said. 

			“Look at this.”

			He unbuttoned his shirt and squeezed a roll of flesh between his fingers. He was a small, wiry man with thick hair.

			“Look,” he said, and pulled up one of the legs of his short khaki trousers. I looked at his thigh.

			“Not a mark!” he said. “I’ve punctured myself twice a day for twenty-two years, and not a mark. A different place every day—that’s the trick. Do you know how long it takes me to get round my body?’’

			“I’ve no idea.”

			“Eight months. Take a look.”

			He inserted the needle into the flesh of his leg and began to squeeze in the liquid.

			“You won’t see this puncture. Haven’t used this spot since last February. Now I shan’t use it again until next June. Now,” he said, still squeezing, “sit down. Tell me who you are.”

			“My name’s Michael Quinn,” I said.

			“Quinn?” he repeated. “Never met anyone called that before. What are you? I don’t understand uniforms.’’

			“Air Force, as a matter of fact,” I said.

			“Good,” he said. “Stay to lunch, if you don’t mind taking pot-luck. It’ll be along in ten minutes. Have to eat to the clock, you know, because I’m a diabetic. How did you get here?”

			“Mrs. Bostock gave me your address—she used to know you in Birmingham.”

			“Mrs. Bostock? Can’t recall the name at all . . .”

			“Her maiden name was Beresford.”

			“Ah, I’ve got it, Lucie Beresford. A perfectly charming lady with no morals whatsoever—used to be an old flame of mine. Does she still eat cold sausages off sticks? Never met a woman with such a passion for ’em.”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “She’s a friend of my fathers.”

			“Of course. I still think of her as twenty-five, but she must be fifty now—no chicken. Is your father an old flame, too?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			“Expect so. Who’s Bostock, anyway—the circus fellow?”

			“I think he manufactures bicycles.”

			“Fool!” Mr. Headley said. “What’s your father?” 

			“He was in advertising.” 

			“Doing all right out of it, I expect.” 

			“He makes both ends meet,” I said. 

			“Of course. Gives you plenty, I suppose?”

			“If I need it, he gives me some.”

			“See that he does—you need it when you’re young. When you’re my age, no need. Live quietly. Did you meet my boy?”

			“The chap who was here when I came first?”

			“That’s him—Jack. An untouchable—but you don’t call them Untouchables. Depressed Class—Scheduled Class. They’re on the upgrade now. Jack’ll show you round, he’s doing social work with me. Now here’s our lunch. Don’t mind eating in the office, do you? It’s easier. Must eat special food when you’re a diabetic.”

			After lunch I walked with him down the Mahatma Gandhi Road towards the Taj Mahal Hotel.

			“Tell me something about India,” I said.

			“India? Certainly. Size, one and a half million square miles. Population, approximately four hundred million. About five hundred thousand villages and eighty-three important towns.”

			“No,” I said. “I don’t mean statistics.”

			“The Hindus wear turbans, Muslims fezes, and the Parsees wear hats like a cow’s hoof. They also put their dead on the Towers of Silence. You can see them on Malabar Hill over there. Devoured by vultures in half an hour. That’s hygienic, you know.”

			“Anything else?” I asked.

			“Do you want to know about India?”

			“I have to live here,” I said.

			“You must live here for thirty years, and you’ll find out something about India. Now I’ve got a meeting—please excuse me. Go away and be young. It’s a good thing to be young, you know.”

			(4)

			I lay on my bed with a towel over my middle and looked at the fan, and did not think it was always so good to be young. Why, I was not even that, I was forgetting. Five years ago I was young, like Peter. I was always forgetting how those five years had slipped away. It was necessary to get used to this—to accept the truth that I was no longer someone who had just left school and had all his life before him. When the war was over I should be practically middle-aged; and it was no use hoping to take up life again where I had dropped it in nineteen thirty-nine. This wasn’t a slice out of life; it was part of life itself that must be lived to the full.

			I lay looking at the fan. In my chest was a hollowness—the sort of hollowness that usually came in the afternoon or early evening—a sense of utter futility. Sitting before a blazing log fire with a good book in my hand, I never experienced that hollowness. I never experienced it when I thought I was in love, nor when I was passionately interested in a thing. Nor at any time in England, for life was too full. But in India it came often; and it was necessary to study its treatment. Not a difficult study—it was merely a question of learning to drink; or if you already knew, of finding out where and with whom it was nicest to become intoxicated. It was an infallible way of filling in the hollow. It was also an admission of defeat.

			It was gravely wrong, I told myself, looking at the fan, to be on the way to middle-age and still have a hollow. When you were young, when you were Peter’s age, you could legitimately have a hollow, for it was something that you expected to be filled in as age brought you experience, philosophy, love or religion. But I had none of these things—except perhaps for experience; and what had experience done for me except to bring home to me the futility of all things? What I needed was a religion, that greatest Filler-in-of-Hollows. If you had a religion you need not bother any more about blazing log fires and women and stamp-collecting. It was a great pity not to have a religion. But I was not anywhere near having one—not unless there was a miracle and God appeared to me suddenly in the midst of my hollowness.

			The air from the fan was cool on my body. I removed the towel and lay naked, and all of me was pleasantly cool. I bunched the pillow under my head, and looking down I could see how white and clean was my body from the shower. Then I thought of four hundred million other bodies in a million and a half square miles. If only it were possible to think, “But they are brown, they are black, they are inferior. I am white. I am great!” But I could not adopt even that conviction.

			I thought, there is a war, and God knows when it will all be over. 

			I am no longer young; no longer free to shape my life as I choose.

			This body is me; and this mind is me; and I can no more change these things than I can change water into fire—and I can no more escape from them than a prisoner can escape from a cage of iron.

			(5)

			When Peter came in he said:

			“Why are you depressed? You’re not often like that—you’re so interested in things. When you walk through the bazaars you’re perfectly happy. All I think of is what vile, ugly people. I’m glad I can’t understand the vulgar things they say to one another.”

			“You always talk like that,” I said, “until suddenly you give a brilliant discourse on the mental processes of a scavenger—full of intuitive understanding.”

			“Probably one of my ancestors was a scavenger. I shall really have to hush it up. I don’t approve of that kind of thing at all.”

			“I’ve never really found out what you do approve of.”

			“I approve of the Taj Hotel,” he said, smiling. “Inside it’s so clean and beautiful, and you don’t have to think about scavengers. Let’s go there for dinner. We’ll have a nice brandy, and you can tell me all about the women in your life, and that’ll make you feel fine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			(1)

			I began to like learning Japanese. Half the reason was that I liked the Brigadier. He made his classes amusing and coloured them with anecdotes of Japan. 

			He knew a great deal about the culture and the social life of the country. Sometimes he would break off a class to give a demonstra­tion; clearing the top of his desk, he would climb on to it to show the sitting posture of the Japanese, or he would go the length of the room, bowing and sucking in his breath, in imitation of a Japanese meeting an acquaintance in the street. Then he would mimic the high-pitched songs of the geisha; or with curious grunts from his belly show how Japanese generals gave their military orders. 

			“But Miss Wei will tell you about Japanese women,” he said. “She’s the new instructor, who ought to be here next week.” 

			Our second instructor was Mr. Itsumi, or Itsumi San as we called him, for San was the Japanese equivalent of Mr. He was only twenty-nine or thirty, with an owlish student’s face. He had been studying British business methods in England, and on the way back to Japan when the war started, his ship had docked in India. He had been released from internment to teach us. 

			He was strikingly yellow. I had not met many Japanese, and I did not know that they were really this colour, a deep brown-yellow. When he was angry it turned to a grey-yellow, and that happened often, for he easily took offence. I suppose it was an inferiority complex. He would misunderstand a word, and believing himself to be insulted would fall suddenly silent and nurse a grudge for days.

			When he came to teach us the first time he delivered a prepared speech.

			“I am speaking frankly. I am a civilian, you are officers. To me that is nothing, for I am an instructor. Therefore let us discount distinction. Without such a discount, I cannot teach. If you are wrong, I will tell you without standing upon ceremony. I shall also reprimand.”

			He meant that he had no intention of calling us ‘Sir.’ I did not like him, though it was not for this reason, but because I knew a great deal of scheming went on behind his expressionless eyes. Everything he said was carefully worked out in advance, and when he scored off someone it was a premeditated revenge.

			In the same way, he planned his lessons with remarkable industry. Each day he would give us a list of new words, round which he had written sentences. These were inscribed in meticulous handwriting in his black file, the Japanese characters by the side of the English translation. Some of them showed a curious knowledge. “The sun is ninety-three million miles from the earth, but the moon is only two hundred and forty thousand miles away.” 

			“In England there are sixty-six varieties of butterflies.” 

			His information was always correct.

			He was also fond of giving us tests. He would go round the class putting a series of questions to each of us in turn. Then without passing any verbal comment, he would write something in Japanese characters opposite our names. We were never told what he had written down.

			His favourite was Fenwick, because Fenwick was the hardest worker. When the rest of us were happy to let the class deteriorate into an informal discussion, Fenwick would look irritated and eventually blurt out, “I’d like to remind you fellows that you’ve come here to learn Japanese.” In the evenings he would study at the hotel, and then he began to get up at six in the mornings and put in an hour before breakfast.

			“The application of an Asiatic clerk!” Mervyn said about Fenwick and we all felt scornful, as though it was a base ambition. But it was very soon clear that he was getting a good start on us. If he had not been there, perhaps we too should have worked in the evenings, and during the long middle-day siesta, but Itsumi San held him up to us as an example, and demanded that we should emulate him. The thought that it was emulation was sufficient to deter us. We left our Japanese mainly to school hours.

			Itsumi San would scold us. If he asked me a question that I was unable to answer, he would look for a long time at his file in silence, as though pondering upon the best line of correction. He would then lecture me on the error of my ways. It was my duty, he told me, to pay more attention. In the same way it was his duty to teach me. He did not want to teach me any more than I wanted to learn, but he was doing his best. Then a sentimental note would creep in. Did I not think he was a good teacher? Was there any improvement in his method that I could suggest? Did I realise that when he was angry it was for my own good? Was it not clear to me that his only concern was to see that we passed the examination, that he wished, not to bully us but to help us? The lesson was resumed. Mollified now, he would give me some easier sentences to translate, and for the time being all would be well.

			I did not let any contretemps upset me, and I settled down to the routine of learning. I became interested.

			One night I met the Brigadier in the bar of the Cricket Club. 

			“You’re all making good progress,” he said.

			“Itsumi San is less complimentary.”

			“You mustn’t take him too seriously. He’s in an awkward position.”

			“But he can teach,” I said. “He takes a lot of trouble.” 

			“You find Japanese difficult?”

			“It’s worse than Greek or Latin.”

			“It’s really very difficult,” he said. “But it’s fascinating, isn’t it? It’s a pity you can’t learn to read and write, too—but you’d have to know at least five thousand characters to make it worth while.”

			“If I can talk the language that’ll be enough,” I said.

			“There are few who can do that. It’ll be a valuable knowledge for after the war.”

			“After the war I shan’t have any use for it.” 

			“You won’t go to Japan?”

			“Perhaps for a holiday. I shan’t live there.”

			“But there’s no knowing,” he said. “Life is full of surprises.”

			“I shall live in England or France—where there are people that I like.”

			“There are also good people in Japan, you know.”

			“I’m prejudiced,” I said. “I’ve fought them in Burma. I’ve run away from them. I’ve had nightmares about them. They killed my brother.”

			“In the war?”

			“He was in Hong Kong. They did some pretty cruel things there.”

			“Yes,” said the Brigadier. “They can be cruel. Soldiers can be cruel. When they’re drunk they do wicked things.”

			“It isn’t only when they’re drunk.”

			“No,” he said with a sigh. “It isn’t only when they’re soldiers, either. There are a lot of wicked things in the world. Sometimes it’s very hard to see round them at all.”

			“I’m not trying to see round them,” I said.

			“You don’t hate all Japanese?”

			“I haven’t any reason to love them.” 

			“You don’t hate the instructors?” 

			“I don’t love them, either.”

			“Miss Wei, too, is Japanese. I don’t think you’ll hate her.” 

			“At any rate,” I said, “I promise not to show it.”

			(2)

			I saw the ship arrive. It was a great three-funnel liner. It came in the evening and anchored in the harbour, and three launches went out to it. Their wakes, darker blue than the blue of the undisturbed surface, spread out into huge arrowheads that converged at their tips. It looked very proud and magnificent and stately lying there, ignoring the fishing-boats that drifted in and clustered in front of it.

			It looked huge and old and nature-made, like a mountain.

			I took a pair of binoculars to examine it more closely. Along the decks were a thousand white pinpoints that were British soldiers.

			Night came down. In the morning it lay there still, immensely strong and solid in the glistening harbour.

			I watched it from the classroom, saw it move with gigantic sloth until it was hidden by the great stone archway that is called the Gateway of India.

			(3)

			She came in with the Brigadier.

			Of course the Brigadier had told us before: “Wei is a Chinese name. She is using it because it is not advisable to have a Japanese name now. But Miss Wei is Japanese—you will find she speaks the best Tokyo language.” That was all he had told us. We had waited expectantly; most of us had never seen a Japanese woman before.

			We were all silent, watching her. She stood nervously by the Brigadier, looking at the corner of the desk, very slim and tiny in a light summer frock.

			“I will introduce you,” the Brigadier said. “This is Miss Wei.” 

			We murmured, “Good morning.”

			“Good morning,” she said with her lips, and gave a quick little stoop, a suggestion of a curtsy.

			“Miss Wei has come all the way from England to help us out.” He smiled at her gallantly and gratefully. She smiled too, dropping her eyelids in self-depreciation. Then she sat down next to him behind the desk.

			There were general signs of approval: Miss Wei had passed the first test—she was pretty. She was a spot of fresh colour in the schoolroom, with its blackboard and its piles of books and its tables and its inkpots. For a time nobody looked out of the window, and there was a certain amount of winking.

			“She is exquisite!” Peter whispered. 

			“Yes,” I said.

			“We are going to have delightful classes.” 

			“We probably will.”

			“Once she has got over her shyness,” he added.

			It was not surprising that she was shy when there were ten of us there, ten strange faces ranged in front of her. Ten of us judging her critically as a woman.

			The Brigadier took out an exercise book.

			“I want you particularly to imitate Miss Wei’s pronunciation,” he said. “I will ask her to read a paragraph, and afterwards we’ll repeat it.”

			She started very softly. Then she cleared her throat and began again.

			“I think it would be better,” the Brigadier said, “if you wouldn’t mind reading a little bit slower.”

			She looked up and blinked and her eyes were almond-shaped and enormous.

			“I am so sorry.”

			After a while the Brigadier left us, and she said to us in Japanese:

			“If you will ask questions one by one, I will do my best to answer them.”

			She used the most formal and polite words; it was as if she had said:

			“If you will kindly deign to ask questions, I will answer humbly.” 

			“Did you have a good journey?” an Army officer asked in halting Japanese.

			“It is kind of you to ask,” she said. “It took a long time, but there was somehow always something to do. I tried to read a lot of English books.”

			She had in front of her a register containing our names.

			“The next one? Quinn, is it?”

			I had been preparing a question on a piece of paper, looking up the words in a dictionary.

			“Is it true that when Japanese husbands return home drunk, their wives sit at their feet and untie the laces of their boots?”

			Miss Wei shook gently with laughter. She hid her face behind her register so that we should not see her laughing. All we could see was her black hair over the top of her book. She remained there for a minute.

			“Is it true?” I insisted when she looked up. 

			“I cannot say. It is a funny question.” 

			“You don’t know?” I said.

			“I expect they do sometimes. Now, who is next?” She looked at her register. “Is it—Fenwick?”

			I suddenly noticed that Fenwick was flushed with anger, and the veins were standing out in his neck.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“You have a question?”

			“I’ve not got a question,” he said in English, “but there’s one thing I should like to point out.” He pressed his hands down on the table; his hands were red too. He had worked himself up into a kind of frenzy, in order to force himself into raising this blunt objection. “We’re all officers in this class. It’s usual for our rank to be used when we’re being addressed. If you don’t know our ranks, as a matter of courtesy you might use Mister.”

			There was a long silence. The rest of the class was horrified.

			“Of course as a foreigner,” Fenwick went on, trying to make a clumsy conciliation, “It’s rather difficult for you to know our customs.”

			“Shut up!” Peter said in a loud whisper. “My God!” he said, “isn’t it quite unbelievable?”

			Miss Wei was lost in confusion. She buried her face in her register. At last she said:

			“I am sorry, I did not realize . . . I had heard the Brigadier speak in that way.”

			“That is hardly the same thing,” Fenwick said.

			“It was very rude of me,” she said. I was afraid that tears were on the point of welling in her eyes. But they did not come.

			“Has anyone any more questions?” she said, the scarlet fading a little from her cheeks. She was afraid to use a name now.

			“I hope,” Peter said in Japanese, “that you’re going to stay here a long time. We are glad to have a new instructor.”

			He said this kindly, to show that we were not all of us sympathetic with Fenwick’s crude complaint.
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