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THE ORANGE GROVE

THE grey truck slowed down at the crossroads and the Army
officer leaned out to read the sign post. Indians Only, the sign
pointing to the native town read. Dak Bungalow straight on.
“Thank God’ said Staff-Captain Beale. ‘Go ahead, driver.’
They were lucky, hitting a dak bungalow at dusk. They'd
bivouaced the last two nights, and in the monsoon a bivouac is
bad business. Tonight they’d be able to strip and sleep dry under a
roof,and heat up some bully on the Tommy cooker. Bloody good.

These bungalows are scattered all over India on the endless
roads and travellers may sleep there, cook their food, and pass
on. The rooms are bare and whitewashed, the veranda has room
for a camp bed, they are quiet and remote, tended for the
Government only by some old khansama or chowkey, usually
a slippered and silent old Moslem. The driver pulled in and began
unpacking the kit, the dry rations, the cooker, the camp bed, his
blanket roll, the tin of kerosene. Beale went off to find the care-
taker, whom he discovered squatting amongst the flies by the
well. He was a wizened yellow-skinned old man in a soiled
dhoti. Across his left breast was a plaster, loose and dripping with
pus, a permanent discharge it seemed. He wheezed as he replied
to the brusque request and raised himself with pain, searching
slowly for his keys.

Beale came to give the driver a hand while the old man
fumbled with the crockery indoors.

“The old crow is only sparking on one cylinder,” he said.
‘Looks like T.B.’, he added with the faint overtone of disgust

~which the young and healthy feel for all incurable diseases. He
looked out at the falling evening, the fulgurous inflammation
among the grey anchorages of cloud, the hot creeping prescience
of the monsoon.

‘I don’t like it tonight,” he said. ‘It’s eerie; I can’t breathe or
think. This journey’s getting on my nerves. What day is itz
I've lost count.’

“Thursday, sir,’ the driver said, ‘ August 25.”

‘How d’you know all thatz” Beale asked, cutious.
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‘I have been thinking it out, for to write a letter tonight’,
the driver said. ‘Shall I get the cooker going, sir? Your bed is all
ready now.’

‘O.K.’” Beale said, sitting on his camp bed and opening his
grip. He took out a leather writing pad in which he kept the
notes he was making for Divisional H.Q., and all the letters
he’d received from home. He began looking among the letters
for one he wanted. The little dusty driver tinkered with the
cooker. Sometimes Beale looked up and watched him, some-
times he looked away at the night.

This place seemed quict enough. The old man had warned
him there was unrest and rioting in the town. The lines had been
cut, the oil tanks unsuccessfully attacked, the court house burnt
down, the police had made lathi charges, the district magistrate
was afraid to leave his bungalow. The old man had relished the
violence of others. Of course you couldn’t expect the 11th to
go by without some riots, some deaths. Even in this remote
part of Central India where the native princes ruled from their
crumbling Moghul forts through their garrisons of smiling crop-
headed little Ghurkas. But it scemed quiet enough here, a mile
out of the town. The only chance was that some one might have
seen them at the cross roads—it was so sultry, so swollen and
angry, the sky, the hour. He felt for his revolver.

He threw the driver a dry box of matches from his grip.
Everything they carricd was fungoid with damp, the driver had
been striking match after match on his wet box with a curious
depressive impassivity. Funny little chap, seemed to have no
initiative, as if some part of his will were paralysed. Maybe it
was that wife of his he’d talked about the night before last when
they had the wood fire going in the hollow. Funny. Beale had
been dazed with sleep, half listening, comprehending only the
surface of the slow, clumsy words. Hate. Hate. Beale couldn’t
understand hate. War hadn’t taught it to him, war was to him
only fitness, discomfort, feats of endurance, proud muscles, a
«career, irresponsible dissipations, months of austerity broken
by ‘blinds’ in Cairo, or Durban, Calcutta or Bangalore or
Bombay. But this little rough-head with his soiled hands and
bitten nails, his odd blue eyes looking away, his mean bearing,
squatting on the floor with kerosene and grease over his denims—

he had plenty of hate.
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... ‘tried to emigrate first of all, didn’t want to stay anywhere.
I was fourteen, finished with reformatory schools for keeps . . .
New Zcaland I wanted to go. There was a school in Bristol
for emigrants . . . I ran away from home but they didn’t bother
with me in Bristol, nacherly . . . Police sent me back. So then I
become a boy in the Army, in the drums, and then I signed on.
I'm a tinte-serving man, sir; better put another couple of branches
on the fire; so I went to Palestine, against the Arabs; seen them
collective farms the Jews got there, sirz Oranges-. . . then I come
home, so T goes on leave . . . We got a pub in our family and
since my father died my mother been keeping it . . . for the
colliers it is-. . . never touch beer myself, my father boozed
himself to death be’ind the counter. Well, my mother ’ad a
barmaid, a flash dame she was, she was good for trade, fit for an
answer any time, and showing a bit of her breasts every time
she drew a pint. Red hair she had, well not exactly red, I don’t
know the word, not so coarse as red. My mother said for me to
. keep off her, my mother is a big Bible woman, though nacherly
she couldn’t go to chapel down our way being she kept a pub . ..
Well, Monica, this barmaid, she slept in the" attic, it’s a big
"ouse, the Bute’s Arms. And I was nineteen. You can’t always
answer for yourself, can you: It was my pub by rights, mine.
She was my barmaid. That's how my father’'d have said if he
wasn’t'dead. My mother wouldn’t have no barmaids when he
was alive. Monica knew what she was doing all right. She wanted
the pub and the big double bed; she couldn’t wait . . . It didn’t
seem much to pay for sleeping with a woman like that . . . Well,
then I went back to barracks, and it wasn’t till I told my mate
and he called me a sucker that I knew I couldn’t. . . Nothing
went right after that. She took good care to get pregnant,
Monica did, and my mother threw her out. But it was my baby,
and I married her without telling my mother. It was my affair,
wasn’t itz Mine.’

How long he had been in telling all this Beale couldn’t
remember. There was nothing to pin that evening upon; the
fire and the logs drying beside the fire, the circle of crickets,
the sudden blundering of moths into the warm zone of the
fire and thoughtful faces, the myopic sleepy stare of fatigue,
and those bitter distasteful words within intervals of thought and -
waiting. Not until now did Beale realize that there had been no
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hard luck story told, no gambit for sympathy or compassionate
leave or a poor person’s divorce. But a man talking into a wood
fire in the remote asylums of distance, and slowly explaining
the twisted and evil curvature of his being.

‘She told me she’d get her own back on me for my mother
turning her out. .. And she did. . . . I know a man in my own
regiment that slept with her on leave. But the kid is mine.
My mother got the kid for me. She shan’t spoil the kid. Nobody’ll
spoil the kid, neither Monica nor me. . . . I can’t make it out,
how is it a woman is so wonderful, I mean in a bedroom: I
should ’a’murdered her, it would be better than this, this hating
her all the time. Wouldn’t itz . ..

‘The Tommy cooker’s O.K. now, sir,” the driver said. “The
wind was blowing the flame back all the time. O.K. now with
this screen. What's it to bez There’s only bully left.’

‘Eh: What:’ Beale said. ‘Oh, supper: Bully I can’t eat any
more bully. Can’t we get some eggs or something? Ten days
with bully twice a day is plenty, can you eat bully?’

‘Can’t say I fancy it,” the driver said. ‘I'll go down the road
and sec if I can get some eggs.’

‘I shouldn’t bother,” Beale said. ‘The storm will get you if
you go far. Besides, it’s dangerous down the town road. They’ve
been rioting since Ghandi and Nehru were arrested last week.
Better brew up and forget about the food.’

Beale was by nature and by his job as a staff officer one who'is
always doing things and forgetting about them. It was con-
venient as well as necessary to him. His Pending basket was
always empty. He never had a load on his mind.

‘Tll take a walk just the same,” the driver said. ‘Maybe I'll
find a chicken laying on the road. I won’t be long.’

He was a good scrounger, it was a matter of pride with him
to get anything that was wanted, mosquito poles, or water or
anything. And every night, whether they were in the forest or
the desert plains that encompass Indore, he had announced his
intention of walking down the road.

Some impulse caused Beale to delay him a moment.

‘Remember,” Beale said, ‘the other night, you said you saw
the collective farms in Palestine:’

‘Aye,’said the driver, standing in the huge deformity of thehunch-
backed shadow that the lamp projected from his slovenly head.
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“They were good places, those farms?’ Beale asked.

‘Aye, they were,’ the driver said, steadying his childish gaze.
“They didn’t have money, they didn’t buy and sell. They shared
what they had and the doctor and the school teacher the same
as the labourer or the children, all the same, all living together.
Orange groves they lived in, and I would like to go back there.’

He stepped down from the porch and the enormous shadows
vanished from the roof and from the wall. Beale sat on, the
biscuit tin of water warming slowly on the cooker, the flying
ants casting their wings upon the glass of the lamp and the sheets
of his bed. An orange grove in Palestine. . . . He was experiencing
one of those enlargements of the imagination that come once or
perhaps twice to a man, and recreate him subtly and profoundly.
And he was thinking simply this—that some things are possible
and other things are impossible to us. Beyond the mass of vivid
and sensuous impressions which he had allowed the war to
impose upon him were the quiet categories of the possible and
the quieter frozen infinities of the impossible. And he must get
back to those certainties. . . . The night falls, and the dance bands
turn on the heat. The indolent arrive in their taxis, the popsies
and the good timers, the lonely good-looking boys and the
indifferent erotic women. Swing music sways across the bay
from the urbane permissive ballrooms of the Taj and Green’s.
In the Mood, If's foolish but if's fun, some doughboys cracking
whips in the coffee room, among apprehensive glances, the taxi
* drivers buy a betel leaf and spit red saliva over the running board,
the panders touch the sleeves of soldiers, the crowd huddles
beneath the Gateway, turning up collars and umbrellas every-
where against the thin sane arrows of the rain. And who is she
whose song is the world spinning, whose lambent streams cast
their curved ways about you and about, whose languors are the
infinite desires of the unknowing: Is she the girl behind the grille,
in the side street where they play gramophone records and you
pay ten chips for a whisky and you suddenly feel a godalmighty
yen for whoever it is in your arms: But beyond that, beyond
that? Why had he failed with this woman, why had it been
impossible with that woman: He collected the swirl of thought
and knew that he could not generalize as the driver had done in
the glow of the wood fire. Woman. The gardener at the boarding
school he went to used to say things about women. Turvey his
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name was. Turvey, the headmaster called him, but the boys
‘had to say Mr. Turvey. Mr. Turvey didn’t hold with mixed
bathing, not at any price, because woman wasn’t clean like man,
he said. And when the boys demurred, thinking of soft pledgcs
and film stars and the moon, Mr. Turvey would wrinkle his
saturnine face and say, ‘Course you young gentlemen knows
better than me. I only been married fifteen ycars. I don’t know
nothing of course.” And maybe this conversation would be
while he was emptying the ordure from the latrines into the
oil drum on iron wheels which he trundled each morning down
to his sewage pits in the school gardens.

But in an intenser lucidity Beale knew he must not generalize.
There would be perhaps one woman out of many, one life out
of many, two things possible—if life itself were possible, and
if he had not debased himself among the impossibilities by then.
The orange grove in Palestine. . . .

And then he realized that the water in the biscuit tin was
boiling and he knelt to put the tea and tinned milk into the two
enamel mugs. As he knelt a drop of rain the size of a coin pitted
his back. And another. And a third. He shuddered. Ten days

. they’d been on the road, making this reconnaissance for a pro-
jected Army exercise, and each day had been nothing but speed
and distance hollow in the head, the mileometer ticking up the
daily two hundred, the dust of a hundred villages justifying
their weariness with its ashes, and tomorrow also only speed and
distance and the steadiness of the six cylinders. And he’d been
dreaming of a Bombay whore whose red kiss he still had not
washed from his arm, allowing her to enter where she would
and push into oblivion the few things that were possible to him
in the war and the peace. And now the rain made him shudder
and he felt all the loneliness of India about him and he knew
he had never been more alone. So he was content to watch the
storm gather, operating against him from a heavy fulcrum in the
east, lashing the bungalow and the trees, infuriating the night.
The cooker spluttered and went out. He made no move to use
the boiling water upon the tea. The moths flew in from the rain,
and the grasshoppers and the bees. The frogs grunted and creached
in the swirling mud and grass, the night was animate and
violent. He waited without moving until the violence of the
storm was spent. Then he looked at his watch. It was, as he
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thought. The driver had been gone an hour and twenty minutes.
He knew he must go and look for him. :

He loaded his revolver carefully and buckled on his holster
over his bush shirt. He called for the old caretaker, but there
was no reply. The bungalow was empty. He turned down the
wick of the lamp and putting on his cap, stepped softly into the
night. It was easy to get lost. It would be difficult to find anything
tonight, unless it was plumb in the main road.

His fect felt under the streaming-water for the stones of the
road. The banyan tree he remembered, it was just beyond the
pull-in. Its mass was over him now, he could feel it over his head.
It was going to be difficult. The nearest cantonment was four
hundred miles away; in any case the roads were too flooded
now for him to retrace his way to Mhow. If he went on to
Baroda, Abmedabad—but the Mahi river would be in spate
also. The lines down everywhere, too. They would have to go
on, that he felt sure about. Before daybreak, too. It wasn’t safe
here. If only he could find the driver. He was irritated with the
driver, irritated in a huge cloudy way, for bungling yet one
more thing, for leaving him alone with so much on his hands, for .
insisting on looking for eggs. He’d known something would " .
happen. :

PHE:: felt the driver with his foot and knelt down over him in
the swirling road and felt for his heart under his sodden shirt
and cursed him in irritation and concern. Dead as a duckboard,
knifed. The rain came on again and he tried to lift up the corpse
the way he’d been taught, turning it first on to its back and
standing firmly astride it. But the driver was obstinate and
heavy and for a long time he refused to be lifted up.

He carried the deadweight back up the road, sweating and
bitched by the awkward corpse, stumbling and trying in vain
to straighten himself. What a bloody mess, he kept saying; I
told him not to go and get eggs; did he have to have eggs for
supper: It became a struggle between himself and the corpse,
who was trying to slide down off his back and stay lying on the

" road. He had half a mind to let it have its way.

- He got back eventually and backed himself against the veranda
like a lorry, letting the body slide off his back; the head fell
crack against the side wall and he said ‘Sorry,” and put a sack
between the cheek and the ground. The kid was soaking wet



THE ORANGE GROVE 399

and wet red mud in his hair; he wiped his face upa bit with cotton-
waste and put a blanket over him while he packed the kit up
and stowed it in the truck. He noticed the tea and sugar in the
mugs and tried the temper of the water. It was too cold. He
regretted it. He had the truck packed by the end of half an
hour, his own bedding roll stretched on top of the baggage
ready for the passenger. He hoped he’d be agreeable this time.
He resisted a bit but he had stiffened a little and was more manage-
able. He backed him into the truck and then climbed in, pulling
him on to the blanket by his armpits. Not until he’d put up the
tailboard and got him all ready did he feel any ease. He sighed.
They were away. He got into the driving seat to switch on the
ignition. Then he realized there was no key. He felt a momentary
panic. But surely the driver had it. He slipped out and, in the
darkness and the drive of the rain, searched in the man’s pockets.
Paybook, matches, identity discs (must remember that, didn’t
even know his name), at last the keys.

He started the engine and let her warm up, slipped her into
second and drove slowly out. The old caretaker never appeared,
and Beale wondcred whether he should say anything of his
suspicions regarding the old man when he made his report.
Unfortunately, there was no evidence. Still, they were away from
there; he sighed with relief as the compulsion under which he
had been acting relaxed. He had this extra sense, of which he
was proud, of being able to feel the imminence of danger as
others feel a change in the weather; it didn’t help him in
Libya, perhaps it hindered him there; but in a pub in Durban
it had got him out in the nick of time; he’d edged for the door
before a shot was fired. He knew tonight all right. The moment
he saw that dull red lever of storm raised over his head, and the
old caretaker had shrugged his shoulders after his warning had
been Jaughed off. You had to bluff them; only sometimes bluff
wasn’t enough and then you had to getaway, face or no face.
Now he tried to remember the route on the map; driving blind,
the best thing was to go slow and pull in somewhere a few miles
on. Maybe the sun would rise sometime and he could dry out
the map and work out the best route; no more native towns for
him; he wanted ‘to get to a cantonment if possible. Otherwise
he’d look for the police lines at Dohad or Jabhua or wherever
the next place was. But every time he thought of pulling in,
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a disinclination to stop the engine made him keep his drenched
ammunition boot on the accelerator pedal. When he came to
a road junction he followed his fancy; there is such a thing as
letting the car do the guiding. ,

He drove for six hours before the night stirred at all. Then
his red-veined eyes felt the slight lessening in the effectiveness of
the headlights that presaged the day. When he could see the
red berm of the road and the flooded paddy-fields lapping the
bank, he at last pulled up under a tree and composed himself
over the wheel, placing his cheek against the rim, avoiding the
horn at the centre. He fell at once into a stiff rigid sleep.

A tribe of straggling gipsies passed him soon after dawn. They
made no sound, leading their mules and camels along the soft
berm on the other side of the road, mixing their own ways
with no other’s. The sun lay back of the blue rain-clouds,
making the earth steam. The toads hopped out of the mud and
rested under the stationary truck. Land-crabs came out of the
carth and sat on the edge of their holes. Otherwise no one passed.
The earth seemed content to let him have his sleep out. He woke
about noon, touched by the sun as it passed.

He felt guilty. Guilty of neglect of duty, having slept™at his
post? Then he got a grip on himself and rationalized the dreadful
guilt away. What could he have done about it? The driver had
been murdered. What did they expect him to do: Stay there and
give them a second treat? Stay there and investigate2 Or get on
and report it. Why hadn’t he reported it earlier: How could he:
The lines were down, the roads flooded behind him, he was
trying his best; he couldn’t help sleeping for a couple of hours.
Yet the guilt complex persisted. It was bad dream and he had
some evil in him, a soft lump of evil in his brain. But why: If
he’d told the man to go for eggs it would be different. He was
bound to be all right as long as he had his facts right. Was there
an accident report to be filled in immediately, in duplicate,
Army Form B- something-or-other: He took out his note-
book, but the paper was too wet to take his hard pencil. 2300 hrs.
on 23 August 1942 deceased stated his desire to get some
eggs. I warned him that disturbances of a political character had
occurred in the area. . . . He shook himself, bleary and sore-
throated, in his musty overalls, and thought a shave and some
food would put him right. He went round to the back of the
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truck. The body had slipped with the jolting of the road. He

climbed in and looked at the ashen face. The eyes were closed,
the face had sunk into an expressionless inanition, it made him
feel indifferent to the whole thing. Poor sod. Where was his hate
now: Was he grieving that the woman, Mona was it, would
get a pension out of him now: Did he still hate her? He seemed
to have let the whole matter drop. Death was something without
hate in it. But he didn’t want to do anything himself except
shave and eat and get the whole thing buttoned up. He tore
himself away from the closed soiled face and ferreted about for
his shaving kit. He found it at last,and after shaving in the muddy
rain-water he ate a few hard biscuits and stuffed a few more
into his pocket. Then he lashed the canvas down over the tail-
board and got back to the wheel. The truck was slow to start.
The bonnet had been leaking and the plugs were wet in the
cylinder heads. She wouldn’t spark for a minute or two. Anxiety
swept over him. He cursed the truck viciously. Then she sparked
on a couple of cylinders, stuttered for a minute as the others
dried out, and settled down steadily. He ran her away
carefully and again relaxed. He was dead scared of being stranded
with the body. There wasn’t even a shovel on the truck.

After driving for an hour he realized he didn’t know where
he was. He was in the centre of a vast plain of paddy-fields,
lined by raised bunds and hedged with cactus along the road.
White herons and tall fantastic cranes stood by the pools in the
hollows. He pulled up to try and work out his position. But his
map was nowhere to be found. He must have left it at the dak
bungalow in his haste. He looked at his watch; it had stopped.
Something caved in inside him, a sensation of panic, of an
enemy against whose machinations he had failed to take the
most elementary precautions. He was lost.

He moved on again at once. There was distance. The mileo-
meter still measured something? By sunset he would do so many
miles. How much of the day was leftz Without the sun how
could he tell: He was pannicky at not knowing these things; he
scarcely knew more than the man in the back of the truck.
So he drove on and on, passing nobody but a tribe of gipsies
with their mules and camels, and dark peasants driving their
bullocks knee-deep in the alluvial mud before their simple
wooden ploughs. He drove as fast as the track would allow;
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in some places it was flooded and narrow, descending to narrow
causeways swept by brown streams which he only just managed
to cross. He drove till the land was green with evening, and in -
the crepuscular uncertainty he halted and decided to kip down
for the night. He would need petrol; it was kept in tins in the
back of the truck; it meant pulling the body out, or making him
sit away in a corner. He didn’t want to disturb the kid. He'd
been jolted all day; and now this indignity. He did all he had to
do with a humility that was alien to him. Respect he knew;
but this was more than respect; obedience and necessity he
knew, but this was more than either of these. It was somehow an
admission of the integrity of the man, a new interest in what he
was and what he had left behind. He got some soap and a towel,
after filling his tanks, and when he bhad washed himself he
propped the driver up against the tailboard and sponged him
clean and put P.T. shoes on his feet instead of the boots that had
so swollen his feet. When he had laid him out on the blankets
and covered him with a sheet, he rested from his exertions, and
as he recovered his breath he glanced covertly at him, satisfied
that he had done something for him. What would the woman
have done, Monica? Would she have flirted with him: Most
women did, and he didn’t discourage them. But this woman, my
God, he’d bloody well beat her up. It was her doing, this miser-
able end, this mess-up. He hadn’t gone down the road to get
eggs; he’d gone to get away from her. It must have been a habit
of his, at nights, to compose himself. She’d bitched it all. He
could just see her. And she still didn’t know a thing about him,
not the first thing. Yes, he hated her all right, the voluptuous
bitch.

He slept at the wheel again, falling asleep with a biscuit still
half chewed in his mouth. He had erotic dreams, this woman
Monica drawing him a pint, and her mouth and her breasts and
the shallow taunting eyes; and the lights in her attic bedroom
with the door ajar, and the wooden stairs creaking. And the
dawn then laid its grey fingers upon him and he woke with the
same feeling of guilt and shame, a grovelling debased mood,
that had seized him the first morning. He got-up, stretching
himself, heady with vertigo and phlegm, and washed himself
in the paddy flood. He went round to the back of the truck to
get some biscuits. He got them quietly, the boy was still sleeping,
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and he said to himself that he would get him through today,
honest he would. He had to. :

The sun came out and the sky showed a young summer blue.
The trees wakened and shook soft showers of rain off their
leaves. Hills showed blue as lavender and when he came to the
cross-roads he steered north-west by the sun, reckoning to make
the coast road somewhere near Baroda. There would be a
cantonment not far from there, and a Service dump for coffins,
and someone to whom he could make a report. It would be an
immense relief. His spirits rose. Driving was tricky; the worn
treads of the tyres tended to skid, the road wound up and down
the ghats, through tall loose scrub; but he did not miss seeing
the shy jungle wanderers moving through the bush with their
bows, tall lithe men like fauns with black hair over their eyes
that were like grapes. They would stand a moment under a
tree, and glide away back into the bush. There were villages now,
and women of light olive skin beating their saris on the stones,
thythmically, and their breasts uncovered. :

And then, just when he felt he was out of the lost zones, in
the late afternoon, he came down a long sandy track through
cactus to a deep and wide river at which the road ended. A gipsy
tribe was fording it and he watched them to gauge the depth of
the river. The little mules, demure as mice, kicked up against
the currént, nostrils too near the water to neigh; the camels
followed the halter, stately as bishops, picking their calm way.
The babies sat on their parents’ heads, the women unwound their
saris and put them in a bundle on their crowns, the water touched
their breasts. And Beale pushed his truck into bottom gear
and nosed her cautiously into the stream. Midway across the
brown tide swept up to his sparking plugs and the engine
stopped. He knew at once that he was done for. The river came
up in waves over the sideboards and his whole concern was that
the boy inside would be getting wet. A gipsy waded past
impersonally, leading two bright-eyed grey mules. Beale hailed
him. He nodded and went on. Beale called out ‘Help!” the
gipsies gathered on the far bank and discussed it. He waved and
eventually three of them came wading out to him. He knew he
must abandon the truck till a recovery section could be sent out to
salvage it, but he must take his companion with him, naturally.
When the gipsies reached him he pointed to the back of the

D
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truck, unlaced the tarpaulin and showed them the corpse. They

nodded their heads gravely. Their faces were serious and hard.

He contrived to show them what he wanted and when he

climbed in they helped him intelligently to hoist the body out.

They contrived to get it onto their heads, ducking down under

itihe :lailboard till their faces were submerged in the scum of the
ood.

They carried him ashore that way, Beale following with his
revolver and webbing. They held a conclave on the sand while
the women wrung out their saris and the children crowded
about the body. Beale stood in the centre of these lean out-
landish men, not understanding a word. They talked excitedly,
abruptly, looking at him and at the corpse. He fished his wallet
out of his pocket and showed them a five-rupee note. He pointed
to the track and to the mules. They nodded and came to some
domestic agreement. One of them led a little mule down to
the stream and they strapped a board across its bony moulting
back, covering the board with sacking. Four of them lifted the
body up and lashed it along the spar. Then they smiled at Beale,
" obviously asking for his approval of their skill. He nodded back
and said “That’s fine’. The gipsies laid their panniers on the
mules, the women wound their saris about their swarthy bodies,
called their children, formed behind their men. The muleteer
grinned and nodded his head to Beale. The caravanserai went
forward across the sands. Beale turned back once to look at
the truck, but he was too bloody tired and fed up to mind. It
would stay there; it was settled in; if the floods rose it would
disappear; if they fell so much-the better. He couldn’t help
‘making a balls of it all. He had the body, that was one proof;
they could find the truck if they came to look for it, that was the
second proof. If they wanted an accident report they could wait.
If they thought he was puddled they could sack him when they
liked. What was it all about, anyway?

Stumbling up the track in the half-light among the ragged
garish gipsies he gradually lost the stiff self-consciousness with
which he had first approached them. He was thinking of a page
near the beginning of a history book he had studied in the Sixth
at school'in 1939. About the barbarian migrations in pre-history;
the Celts and Iberians, Goths and Vandals and Huns. Once Life
had been nothing worth recording beyond the movements of
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people like these, camels and asses piled with the poor property
of their days, panniers, rags, rope, gramm and dahl, lambs and
kids too new to walk, barefooted, long-haired people rank with
sweat, animals shivering with ticks, old women striving to keep
up with the rest of the family. He kept away from the labouring
old women, preferring thetall girlswho walked under the primitive
smooth heads of the camels. He kept his eye on the corpse, but
he seemed comfortable enough. Except he was beginning to
corrupt. There was a faint whiff of badness about him. . . .
What did the gipsies doz They would burn him, perhaps, if the
journey took too long. How many days to Baroda: The muleteer
nodded his head and grinned.

Well, as long as he had the man’s identity discs and paybook,
he would be covered. He must have those. . . . He slipped the
identity discs over the wet blue head and matted hair and put
them in his overall pocket. He would be alright now, even if they
burned him. . . . It would be a bigger fire than the one they had
sat by and fed with twigs and talked about women together
that night, how many nights ago?

He wished, though, that he knew where they were going.
They only smiled and nodded when he asked. Maybe they
weren't going anywhere much, except perhaps to some pasture,
to some well.

AUGUSTUS JOHN

FRAGMENT OF
AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY—XI

IN the year of the Peace Conference, 1919, I repaired to Paris
to collect material for 2 memorial of that event, just as lately
I had been employed on the Western Front under the agis of
Lord Beaverbrook in recording some aspects of the war as it
affected the Canadian Corps in particular.

Soon after arriving I had the good fortune to fall in with

an old friend, Sefior Don Jose-Antonio de Gandarillas, a Chilean
from Chelsea.



