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.- 'the std'ry begins' with the evacuation of :school children 
from LondQ)n ;n the sun:uner, ,of, 193~.. The war hars ,no.t yet broken 
out.. For c!OHN; who is 'already eighteen, ~ 1t:is a· welcome change 
o£ air: he looks longingly 'at the Hampshire hills and woods'when 
the train arrives. This is just like a holiday, but a strange 
and ecstatic one---8 holiday from which he wi11 never go back, 
a trip inot a 1,ife about which he can predict absolutely nothing, 
as vague as the marvellous warm haze that hang~ over the field:s 
as they assemble in groups for their billets. He will be called 
up soon, if there's a war. But he feels there won't be. Every­
body feels the same. Yet there is something wild in Hitler's 
speeches; and eomething ineffectual in Chamberlain's, that tell 
him that war will come. Yet the sense of a hol,iday remains. 
It is in the air. But he remembers his parents. His last 
glimpse of the London backstreet where he lives ',was a troubling 
one. 

The village has a pond and elm trees: the roads are virtually 
empty of traff·ic---business has slowed up, which adds to th(f) sense 
of holiday and peace. He is given a billet with three o~ four 
other boys: the woman who owns the house is a drunkard, which 
suits him and the other boys wonderfully; they take her cigarettes, 
which she doesn't notice, and help her down her ~sherry, which 
amuses her. She slurs he~ wordst sitting at the kitchen table, 
tBlking about the husband who was brutal to her,and seeming to 
enjoy the idea of brutality. He discovers the war means freedom, 
but perhaps a freedom too broad---it brings feathers to his belly. 
He goes for walks. ~he leisured weeks pass; War is declared 
but nothing changes. His mother w.ites that the air raid siren 
sounded just as war was being declared, but nothing happened_ 

He returns to London for a ',holiday', this time back into 
his past. Croydon aerodrome is bombed while he is there. He 
is walking home from the library when the siren goes. The streets 
ar~ u~terly deserted, not a soul their whole length. He has 
never seen the streets like this before. He passes a solitary 
man leaning aga,inst his gate in the silence, and he says to him 
in a half hysterical merriment,. 'Another false alarm .. ' But the 
man s~mply. stares before him, with a set £ac8, not even glancing 
in JOHN's direction. Abd'in that man's face JOHN reads the 
whole of the next four years. 

When he returns to the country a girl's school has moved 
near by. 9f a higher class than his own. Some of the senior 
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TRUANT • 
Full length f11~ story. 

MAURICE ~WDON. 
T ! 

!he story' begins with tne evacuation of school children 
from London in the summer of 1939. The war has not yet broken 
out. For JOHN, who is already eighteen; 1'1; is a welcome change 
o~ aira be looks longingly at the Hampsbire hills and woods when 
the 'train arrives. fhis is~just like a holida" but a strange 
and ecstatic one--a ho11d81-. from whicb he will never go back, 
a trip inot a life about which be can predict absolutely nothing. 
as vague as the marvellous warm haze that hang~ over the field.s 
as they assemble in groups for their b111etsi He will be called 
up soon, if there's a war. But be,feels there won't ~e. ~ery­
body feels the same. Yet there iSf something wild in Hltler's 
speeches; and eometbing ineffectual" in Chamb'erlain t Sf that tell 
him that war will come'. Yet the sense of a holiday remains. 
It is in the air., But he remembers bis parents. His 1ast 
glimpse of the London backstreet where he live·swaa a troubling 
one. 

The village has a pond and elm trees. the roads are I virtually 
, empty of traffic--business has slowed up. which adds to the sense 
of holiday and peace. He is given a billet with three or four 
other boysl the woman who owns the house is a drunkard, which 
suits him and the other boys wonderfu11YI they take her cigarettes, 
which" she doesn't notice, and help her down her 'sherry, which 
amuses ber. She slurs her ,words, sitting at the kitchen table, 
talking about the husband wtlo was brutal to her, and seeming to 
enjoy the idea of brutality. He discovers the war means freedom, 
but perhaps a freedom too bro~--it brings feathers to his belly. 
He goes for walks. The leisured weeks pass. War is declared 
but nothing changes. His mo1tber 01 tea that the air raid siren 
sounded just as war was being declared. but nothing happened. 

He returns to London for a 'holiday', this time back into 
his past. Cr9ydon aerodrome is bombed while he is tbere~ He 
is walking home from the library when the siren goe:st The streets 
are utterly deserteds not a woul their whole length~ He bas 
never seen the 'streets like this before. He passes a solitary 
man leaning against' bis gat.e in the silence, and be says to him 
in a half hysterical merr1men.t, 'Anoth~r false alarm.' But tbe 
man simply stares, ~fore him, wi th Q. ~~t face, not even glancing 
1n JOHN'.s direction. · Abd in that man's" face JOHN reads the 
whole of the next four years. 

When he returns to the country a girl's school has moved 
near 'by. of a higher class than his own. F • Some o~ the senior 
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boy.s 'of his "poor' school are invited by one or two liberal­
minded teachers of the. girl's school to tea. He is on~ of them. 
He meets the geography teacher and his wife: he likes t~e1r easy 
behaviour; their house is cJ1.uttered up With babies and dirty 
washing up and books~ For them inviting his class was a kind 
of social experiments he is their reward; they find him bright 
and imafinative. One evening. f in the dusk; when they are ,all 
sitting round ,in the teach.er' s ho'use, with the windows open, ,at 
the. foot of· a steep green hil\l;! not '8 sound coming from outside,:: 
KAfiIY 'comes in and' says a. brief and awkward 'Bullo' f and 81 ts ' 
herself down· 'without a Word. She is 'one of the girls- from the 
teacher's school. ,,' JOHN: watches het-' in the darkness-'-black ,hair 
that malkes her' face seem to' shine, 'and gleaming teeth and' eyes: 
they' are both 'quite' stillj wh:l:l·e the at,hers talk: they saY nothing, 
and' she leaves. ' 'Softly the' geo8r~phylmanf's,w1fe asks him,' 
';Did ymu like, Cat'hy?' an~ ,he says briefly, thinking that he is 
revealing nothing, ~ ~esi', l, 

, - . , 

. JOHN and' CA~HY meet again. They go f'or a walk. He ,falls 
in love. ,They. s1 t on ,a :psth ,in the 'wOods at dt{1wn,f after being 
a.t the ,·teacher' s house all night, 'tB.1king: she throws twigs at 
him .. playfully. they kiss. They creep into the kitchen of' his 
billet just as the sun is coming up: they are cold and hungry. 
he wraps his thick jacket round her. The copper pans gleam on 
the wall in'the first sun. 

One morning he is lying1n bed at 'the t8ac~r's house. 'and· 
suddj'·n1y writes on"a piece of paper, 'I '8m happy# If want to,write 
this now 'SOl that .. l ·a.1ways know, whatever' happens to me ·in the 
future. "I am happy,'.'now.,t' ',He tells KATHY on one' of their walks 
that it, feel~s like' playing truant, from ·reality.. The war has' ' 
all but disappeared. Yet 'something must, happen. This makes, . 
their 10ve 811 the more' ecstatic. " They have long-hours at night 
in each other's arms, with the window open at their side. He 
listens to the news. on the r&d,io ,that Russia has allied hersel£ 
with nazi German;, 'and sees ~at mu:st happen for the 'fiu-st time: 
doom seems to hang over the mahogany wireless set, in- the'empy 
sitting room o£ his billet. England will be invaded: he is 
trained, 'desul,tor1ly,. a ,l,ittl'e; to put sUgar 'in German 'petrol 
tanks, 'cut tre'es across· the road, destroy the little rustic 
bridges~ Yet ·he ,'can'·t bel,ieve 'the idyll will end. " It ~ 
endless: no time' is~ involved. ,KATHY "gets into trouble at 
school for staying out at night t always rushing off ,in th~ after­
noons. . cTheir' Iov·e- has a,: kind of 'local fame.' 

• , ~ "- 4 • l . ... .. 

KATHY is a ,tomboy, gaa f " quick, , with bright oheeks tha.t 
swell like two 'appl'es when she smiles,. She 1s from an intellect-
ual: family: and ,a co·mmun1st,. l-ike her mother. . The timi comes 
for both she and 'JOHN to leave school, They go to London.' 
For a time-she' 11ves at his p'&rents' home with him.. 'It is 
her first <experience of werking class -l.:ife: 'sheis entranced', 
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boys of his tpoort sch.ool are invitei by one or two liberOl.­
minded teachers of the girl's school_ to tea~ He is on~ of tbe~ 
He meets tne ,geri'graphy' t·eac~er and his wUe. he likes their easy 
behaviour; their house is c1Uttered up with babies and dirty 
was bing up and books~ For them inviting bis class was a kind 
of social. experiments he is their reward.' they find bim bright 
~d .~m~1nat1ve; " ,One" evening, 1t~ t,hG. dusk; ~h8n they are all 
sitting .round in. the ~eacberf's-_ bouse.r 'with ~the windows open, at 
the· ~oot of a !3teep~ green hill~ not a 'sound coming from outside, 

. KA5lHY comes in and says a brief' and awkwara. t Hullo', and ai ts 
herSBlf down without a word. She is one of the' girls from the 
teacber's, scbool. JOHN watches her'in the darkness---black b81r 
that makes her face seem to' shine, and gleaming teeth and eyest . 
they are botb qui:te still, While the others talks they say nothing, 
and she leaves. Softly the'" g'80sraphy man' s wife a.aks him, 
t Did ymu like Cathy?' and- be says briefly, thinking that he ~s 
revealing nothing, .• Yes~· . , 

JOHN and CATHY meet again. ~hey go ~or a walk. He falls 
in love. fhey 'sit on a path in the woods at dawn, after being 
at the teacher's house &1.1 night. talking. she. throws twigs at 
him· playfully, the,y kiss~ ~hey creep into the kitchen o~ his 
billet just as the sun is ~om1ng up: they are cold and bungry. 
he wraps his thick jacket round her~ !he copper pans gleam on 

'the wall in the 'first sun. 

One mOrning he is lying in bed at the teactar' s house and 
sudd:nlywrites, on a piece of paper. 'I am happy. I want to write 
this now so that I alway's ~ov, whatever happens to me' in tbe 
future; I am happy. now.' He 'tel~s KATHY on one of their walks 
that it, feels like pla,ing truant, from reality. The war bas 
all but disappearea. Yet something must happen. ~s makes· 
their love all the more ecstatic. They have long hours at nigbt 
in each other's arms, with tbe window open at their s1de~, He 
listens- to the news on the radio that Russia has allied hersel~ 
with nazi German;. and sees what must bappen for the fast time: 
doom seems to hangover the mahogany wireless set, in the empy 
sitting room oj! his billet. England will be invaded. he is . 
trained, desul torily f a 1i ttle. 'to put s'ugar in German petrol 
tanks, cut trees across the road, destroy the little rustic 
bridges~ Yet he can't. believe the idyll 'will end.. It!§ 
endless, no time is' involved. KATHY gets into trouble at 
school. for staying out at night, always rushing, off 1n thee after­
noons. Their love has B, kind of local fame. 

: K~THY is a tomboy, BaN. quick, wi,th bright cheeks that' 
swell like two apples when sbe smiles. Sbe is fro~ an intellect-
ual family. and a communist, like her mother. The tin comes 
for both she and JOHN to leave school. They go to London. 
For a time she lives at his parents' home with bim. It is 
her fir,at experience of working class life: sbe is entranced. 
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fascinated by the, 'people "her Diother 'bas '8J.ways ldoi·ised. 'ShfJ 
love~ ,t,he.' little' 'r! tuals of teatime; ,i~ the,lSJlUgI tiny back, room 
oyerloqk1ng the' garden.' Her 'co'mmunist 'con~cience'has begun to 
trouble, ,since she left school.: she must .. find 'work 'in"s factory, 
she must do 'So~~th1rig useful. . She kriows 'that, the pact with RUssia 
wiii, not last long: her' mO~he:r: has 'been . qUite ciea~" about' that, 
She must d'l 6Q)rricethl:ng '~ainst naziSRi~ 'and towQrds the revolution 
thai; w~ll certf:dnly, come to 'Engiari<:\ When the war !~ over. ~he' 
arid JOHN sit in, the upstat.:rs bedroom_ IOnti, evening;" quite 'un~~r. 
of what he, is' saying, he inuririu~s to"her, tyo~' know;,' this can"t ' 
last. t, 'She, says,' :catching a 'cert8:Ln tone lin '~1s voice,' 'What 
~o you" meari~ ,: He saY,s I in replu, ' ,I Are , we' going ~to marry?"" 'Sha · ; 
says, ,','I ~~t;~,'th~'~h~~t. ,"Y~sf'she ~ds,' 'I supp~se.t .~e 
1:8 sil~nt.. "~~t' s the. ~a~ter?t she asks him.' He says;' 'We 
need' ou~ freedom. You ~ght not wan~ to stay' ~th me 8lways. 
VG might want :some ,variety.' She asks, 'Don't you want 1D!e any 
~ore?;', "Y~St' y.~~~ . IAiway'~~' ~d they a:re ~1'lent, again. 

'~ey'.~ :to pubs.' ,'An eleventh-hour bohemianism has en:tie~ed 
Eilg+ish ~lfe.: a, touch 'of squalor 'arid self-1ndulgence~ They 'meet 
all' sorts, painters, ballet'''damcers~ theatre peOple. They tend 
to live at night.'.' 'KA'lRY leave'sr tor Q' tr18J. 'week at a factory 
near' Al.dershot: when th., eaek i'8 over she returns to the LondGlln 
home but finds, rio' one the~eJ and' "she has no key; ,sQ> :she pulls 
up the cover of cdal~hole~' and 'ge ts in, through the 'ct)~ cellar. 
When his parents coine hoine theta 'is',8. great gossip about itt . 
the' neighbours are ·tola: '.ThoUght wJi',liaci burglars ',inS'" He comes home $nd hears it •. I 'fhen: his parents 'go 'out to a wh" '1st 'drive. 
KAtHY says" 'John,' Itve' got' scmetlUng to" say."" And he' goes' pale, 
seeing her face~ "'1 slept' with somebodYIf'" sbe! tells 'him" ! :'1 ' 
wen t 'l?ack, to thEl ~~hool for .. r ~ig~tf an~: Step. t, is' bro,ther was" stay ... · 
ing, on leave.' It wasn't ~eBlly sl,eping ,~th him. Wa vere, 
paked.,' We'lti,ss¢ each o .. t~er,- ~hatl s ,all.," Allover. Arid, 'said 
darling. But; not m(jre~'t' ,He lis Wil~, smacks h~r face." ~ His : 
own' faCe ~hanges: it lo:s~s its'simplicity, readiness 'for joy~ 
Her face become s set to 0, '8.,S if :she has' fore ad SOIne' compassion out 
of hersel:!. " ,She never forget13 the smacks he gave her; 'nor does 
he. T~ey' are no longer re8J..ly youths~ \ {;/She reminds him about 'What 
he had said about their needing variety., " ' ." 

, .. , .\ ( .~. t 
, ',. I 

I~ei take a'aii togethe~; nearer,~ the west 'End: flats' are'·' 
gosrlg ~OV~. T~e '#.~ads 'sta:t:t;: 'beginnmg, ~i~\l the raid on t~e ~'cks 
one Saturday' a~ternoon: in broad s~light,i they' \WBtch, the t1~, 
gleaming, plane's in forlllati0l!i high 'in, the,'~,' like 'SJl.ippe'ry 'iittle 
fiah" out ~f r~ach to' t~e, f).ack of \th~ ,+1tcraft gUns. They don'-t 
go into I ~' ,ahet ter,! Jq'~ and. 'KA~~ i \the 'Y~Ul!-g' never -do:." Th<ey . 8i t 
up ,at n1gh~ t81king. '~~ drfnk~ng p,ar~1e"St '~',~ th the r~ads g~1ng on 
outside: i 'the walls shake', there are.'i'le~~!llis'seSt ,t~e guns pound 
awe,. , ,When ttlere'1s a' 1;'We ~-hurtl1rig/whistie 'of a-~n.Br .... m1ss 'they 
smil.e at each other. sitt·ing on the moor, drinking, ·smoking. 
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fascinate by the people her mother has alweys idolised.. . ,She 
loves the ,little rituals of teatime. in the snug. tiny back'room 
overlooking the garden. Her communist con~cience 'ha's begun to 
troub~e. since she left schoolt ahEt, must:find Work in a factory. 
she must do something useful. ,Sh6' lmows' that the pact \lI1th Russia 
will not last longs her mother has been quite clear about that. 
She must do sa>me:thing agains.t 'nazisn. and towards the revolution 
that will certainly come to England when the war is.over. ' She 
and JOHN 81 t in t~e upstair~ bedroom. One evening, quite unaware 
of what/he l·s saying, be murmurs to her. 'You !mow, this can't· 
last.' She.s8¥s, catching a cer~ain tone in bis voice, 'What: 
do you, mean?'. He say s ~n' replu, 'Are we going to marry?" :She 
~ays. t I hadn' i thought. ,t,. ' Yes.' she adds, 'I suppose.. . He 
is silent. • What's 'the matte!'?' sbeask.s him.. He SONs; 'We 
need our freedom., I YOU. riJight not want to stay with me always. 
'We might want some variet,.' She asks, 'Don't you -want me Bn1 
more?· t Yes, ye~ Always.'. And they are silerl'lt"sga1n. 

, . 
~he.y go to pubs. An -eleventh-hour bohemianism has eneered 

English life,," a touch of $qualor and self-indulgence. 'll.bey meet 
all sorts. painters. ballet damcers, theatre people. They tend 
to live at night •.. I KA~HY le~ve~; for a trial week at Q factory 
near Aldershot: when ·the .• aek: is over sbe, returns to the London 
home but finds no on9 there, and she bas no. key; SO> .she pulls 
up the cover of coal-hole and gets in thro~h the coal cellar. 
When his parent~ come bome there is.a'great goss~p about it: 
the neighbours'"are ~oldl: • ~.ought we h~ burglar s ~1' He comes 
home and~ hears it.. ,'lElien .. hi's parent,s go out to a .,wh·· 1st drive. 
KA~ says, t Jolin, It va got something to say. t , Ancl. he goes pale, 
seeing her face. !I slept witb somebody,' sbe tells hill. 'I 
went back to theschool for a nigbt, and Stan's brother was stay .. 
ing, on leave. It wasn't really sleeping wi th him. W~ "ere 
naked. We kissed, each other, that's all. Allover. And said 
darling. But not more.' . He is Wild, smacks her face. His 
own face changesl it loses its simplicity. readiness for joy. 
Her face becomes set too, ~ if she bas forced some compassion out 
of herBel~. She never forgets the smacks he gave bert nor does 
he. They are no longer really youths. She reminds him about what 
he had ~aid about their needing variety. 

~~i take a ali together". nearer the West End: flats are 
going_ now. The riads start, beginning with .. the raid on the !bcke 
one saturday a~ternoonl in broad sunlightl they .watch t1:te tiny 
gleaming planes in formation high in t~e sky, like s11ppery little 
fish, o,ut of reach to tbe flack of the aircraft guns,. Theyr don't 
go' into a shelter, JOHN and KA~, the young never do. Tbey sit 
up a't night ta1king, in drinking parties, w1 tb the rlads gOing on 
outside': the walls shake. there are near-misses. the guns pound 
away.. Wben there 1s '8 the hurtling whistle of a -near-miss tbey 
smi1e at each otber, sitting on the floor. drinking. smoking. 
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He isn't happy: life is ,b leak. He doesn't lmow what to do: ' 
re81iy he "1$ wai t1rlg for his, 9ei:1l-up 'paper~j ',and it' doesn ,',t ,seem 
worth while gett,ing a joo: she starts 'work inl a' London factory,' 
andl'he llv~s' o~ wha,t '!s~e earns~ He beCoPl8s' emp:tii,. gay and' . 
uS'elsas,' ,the, sight of, hi~' with his 'l.ong.' hair, Bri,d ext~avagant 'shirts 
mues her communist corlsclen'ce wild, espec1811y after 'eight hO,11rs" 
at the I facto·ry.,' , ~e is pl'~lng the fool,' one' evening,' putting'un 
a spot~ed ~rava~', and d~r~ gl&SSE)S, and. sh~ screams; ''fake~ them' 
off! take ~he~' off~~ and"smacks' his f~e, fl1ng;Lng. ,lie glasses 'to 
t~e floor. " 'Afte~ds, ip, the c~ntri te silence; she says," r~rI ' , 
enj9y~d 1 t, ;Living with your mum and, dBd. .. But why aren' ~ they, 
ml.litan~? 'Working people aren't ~i11tant eDOUgh.' The.y',re , 
asleep'l . I't' w~s a disappointment ~eaJ.lY,. though 1: loved it .. ' 
~t '1-:s cl~~r to ~im. ~ha~. sl!e is ~so,' t81ld.ng ~bout' hiia-;..' .. the dis­
appointment she feels' in ~lm too~' He' says, "I~'d, r~ther b9 'human 
than,m11tant.,·:,~qhe'·s~y~,'~ryit, in tb1~ wa*.t "'1'11 always 
try,' he t~lls 'her. ' ~'''" . ' , 

. ~ , • t .' • • i ',.; " • I ," 

She'stays aw~y from,. him~'one w)lole night. . This ~ime she really 
does 'sleep with SQ>1tJebody, wi tbQut enjoying it. ' She tell shim , 
afterward:s, fA~th wa~sted', eye.'8" I I did it' to get rid of- you.., ~ get 
you out -of mY' body~' ,r ~ClDn' t'.lmow why." ShEil 'flirts ostentatiously. 
She' fells \in ',love ~1th a' studen~-real.ly 'just an 'infatuation,' which 
she' 'realLis8S. " She and JQHNsee littl,e of ea.ch other'.. ''lbey meet 
for the last· time o~ ~ railway~plat~ormf she has the student's 10ng 
coli eg~' scarf roUnd 'her nec~, 11k~_, an emDl~m: but "she :says'~·"·' Don I t 
t8.ke this 'as fin8JL d8lr11ng., 'You, ~ere right. Vet ve got to: have 
our f~eedo'm." ." , , ' . '. ..:< . 

• I • ~ , ' ~ to" ... ~ .. , ,'.~ \ I 4 \ ... 

Hi S c~l-l~P p~p~~~1 rfa.·r1 ve~~ j ,~t :i. 8' su~er~ ,8ga~., H~ ~ake8 . 
the train to hie camp, tHe 'sBmt;i' that tbok: bim to the, Hampshire 
village I ~or', evacuation. .' .'A$ ,~. rec:r;uit '~e is sh()uted at, dropped 

. into ten-foot' .. pitsj·, maesto' sc81e ,'rope-heights; Or'oss rivers . , 
hanging in. 'fuil-ki~;' "he; 1s ~ir¢' a~ with, dummy bullets. i But 1 t 
ma1ltes no, impres'sion' ~n, him. '~he,.report is ,that 'he se~ms hal£ 
doped., '!he, off'icers l~Ok 'at himfcbmIid'seratingly, from a di:st-
arlee, bit~ their lip'S.:" -He: catch~s ciap"';-an adveriture" in a ' " 
~isused railway ttqUlel~', ,: ,H1,~ offi,cer sri~p:s~';.I d9>n' t 11ke my' 
men, gOing 'with, ,Wom~~.,I~' ,1 .(rid "he 1~ 'got. ,~1d ',?f ~s' soon 'as 'possibre~ 
on an overs~~,~Qst~:, ;~.illfan~ry Uriit.whe:r;eyou,are mo;re 
expected to 10 se ,your life th~ not., But he ~s heBJ. thy ~t. las~. 
'!hey couldn't, stop) tbe good., air arid exercise and wholseom$ food . 
from sinking in.' . ,: H~'l .. d1semh~:ks in Algeria. in 'the b11ncting, 
summer SWl, i,and his, ,p8.1e London skin: ~uccumbs to sUnburn at once, 
and he combine's it wi'th dys$n~ery* thr~Ugh drinking at the tented 
bar. ·He lies .in ·th~ swelter:[ng'b1vC)uac'Uhd~r the uiosltitoe, net 
with KATHY's 'photbgraph at his siae,' "looking at it ag~n and again, 
rushing' oft to' th,~ 19P~ui ai~ :~.atrin~' ~~. tha 'n90n~8y heat every '. 
~:ew 'min~tes;' sic~ ,and· we~~t ! ' :',. \/" .,,' - -:' , ~ -' 

... ... a. t Ir.' '. r. I. ,,\ J>' ~ I , ,.-. 
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He isn't hapPYI life is b leU. He doesn't know what to doi 
really he, is wa1 ting for his call-up papers. and it doe'sn it seem 
wor~h, wbi1e getting" jobs sbe starts work in a:,London factory, 
and' be lives on what s'be earns. He becomes emp'tily gay and 
u.selessl tlm sight of ~m with his 10ng bair and extravagant shir:ts 
makes her commwlis:t consclen~e wild. especially 'after eight hours 
at the factory. H~ is pl,BYing, tbe fool one ,evenirig. putting on 
a spotted cravat. and dark,~ ,glasses. ,and ~he screams. • 'Fake- them 
off! take them off.' " and . smaoks his face, flingihg the '81asses to 
the floor. Afterwards. in.J the contrite silence, she say,s. ~I ' 
enjoyed it, living w1t~ yoUr mwn and dadi BLlt whY Bren't they 
militant? Working people ~en't militant 8oough. They're 
asleep: It ~as a disappo1n~ment really, tho~h I loved it.-
It 1s clear to himi that' sn.-is;81so talking' about him-~the dis­
appointment she feels in him too. ' He says.tr1d rather be human 
than m11tant.· ' , She saySt'~ry it, in this war,' 'I'll. always 
try;' be tells her. . :i" ' 

to- • ~ • "J ~ 

She stays;aw~ from ~1m one whole.night. ' This time sbe really 
does sleep w.1~h ~mebody. without enjo7ing it. She .tells him 
after~rds, with wasted eyes, ,'I did it to get rid of you. '1'0 get 
you out 'of D\Y' body~' 'I dclnnt t Know why. t Sb.e flirts ostentatiously. 
She falls in love with a student--~~eal11' just an infatuation, which 
she re8li1ses. ' She and JO~see little of each otber. ~ey meet 
for the 18st time on a railway-platform, .she has the student's l.ong 
college scarf round 'be~ neck, like an,em~18mi . but she says.' 'Don't 
take this 8S :finalL d81rl~. You were right. ,'We' ve 6~t to' have 
our freedom.'· .: 

, His cali-up papers arrive. It is summer again. He takes . 
the tr~n to hi~ camp, th~ ~ame that took' him to the Hampsbire 
vil.lage fo~ evacu~tion. . As a .r$cruit he is shouted at. dropped 
in1;o ten-:fQot'" pits, ~a8et9 sc8la ,rope-heights, oroas ,rivers 
hanging in full-kitl he is f1r~ at with' pu~ bt.U,lets. B~t ~t 
mabs no impress~on ,on him... ~he report is tbat, lie seems half' ' 
doped. ~e ;off'icere look 'at, him commiseratingly. from a di:st-
mee, biting their.11ps.i! He ~at,cbea clap--an ·~venture ~n a 
disused rail way tunnel. Hi S off1oer snaps,· I, don't like 'tIr/ 
men gOing. with women. ~. .J And he is got ~r1d 'of as soon as possible, 
on an overseas postingl en infantry unit where you' are more 
expected to l~se your life than not. BUt he is he~thy at last. 
'Rbey couldn't stop the S09d air and exercise and wbolseom:e' food 
from sinking in. He ~isembarks in Algeri~ in the blinding 
summer sun, and his pa1.e London skin succumbs to sunburn ~t once, 
and he combines it with dysentery,' througb ,drinking at the tent~ 
bar. ' He lies in the svel taring bivouac under the moskitoe net 
with KATHY's photograph at bis side, looking at it again and again, 
rushing of£ to the ~pen air latrine, in tbe ,noo~d8¥ beat ever, 
few minutes. sick and we~ r • . , , . ,I 
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. . 
. ·He embarks again' ,for Italy'::', again d,t seems tbat .~-18r w'if.~ . 

~vade him;· si;nc~ Ital~ has just signed art armist1.ce and Sri~,ily lis 
·1n Allied hands. He 18.tlds.,at Salerno, on D-day. 'plus 8,' in ttl8 
.dusk, and hears 8 man with red' t,abs on his' ~houlder.s ,(a· brfgadie~.) 
telling a few· men in a lo·v. YOicG, 'I want you to go up to that :~oad 
drifty' yar,d:.s~head and p10,nk' your;sel vas do!wn 'and stay there" e\"~ 
if Jerry J.ttaCks;' even df he, walks over your: bOdies. t He'thinks 
this 1:8 a mBJ:l0euy,re. ,Ev~n· the mortar bombs ths\i, cume wnizzing 
over. he 'takes. as dummy bombs'.. oniy 'next : day does he realise that 
t~ey are' on a ·narrO'tiI strip .of beach, 'With the Ge~ma.ns pushing ,tnem 
into the sea. l~ 'is ,touch ,and ,go. But he $eems to ~ow nothing 
about fear_. He' -is gay, they 'nickna.me'him' the laughing boy. ' . 
He only. filings himself to the 'g~ouhd· at· . th~' whistle of 8 snell 
because he sees the 'others ,doing it.. Realiy his tr,uancy ha,s· . 
still not ended_ ,But it· soon does •.. 

1'1 ' . ' , 

His'baptism ·6f £ire is re811y! after the Salerno meaKkakRat 
81 tUB tion has clear~ up and they F\rG fJ4vancing. 'The two men 
hei's, vi th on I a terraced vineyard ,&.;-e lcaug~t· by sQhrapn~l: one 
dies, with ,holes' '!n-'his back •. .' A quick' 'explosion and'it was over., 
War,-is quit~· d1ff~rent from what he expected'. '. ~t is mostl1.QUiet" 
with sudden deafening ·ri01.ses,: 'or· a quick whizz and a death, ,in 
a moment •. ' ,.Its 1s hapha2Jardf ,·you .lose, yo~:self a1.1 the time, , 
there ,seems to' be nonguiding 'principle_ . He cries whreJm. thee man I' 

dies, standing with an old 'wman who shakes~ her, head. That is 
. the moment o:f I the death' of hi:s tru~cll· the laughing boy is· 4,ead 
too. He -loo'ka longingly at the iittle photograph by his bed,' 
unt1l it becomes just' dots on 18 pieoe ef paper., not a real face 
any iDOre. ...... ~ ~.' -to 1 r*\ .. .. A- ~L, 1 t : \i~:!' t.. .; .. ". - ",... J. ... 'l&. 

••. t ·1'" t.J ~t'" j r ..... ! 1 I. l • 

A friedrl write's to' hiin that KATHY lis~hav1ng 'str,angely' t, 
wi th other man: he doesn,·t :know 'what JOHN knows, that their 
affair is over_'The-, frien4 ·says"she. weeu;-s Q; scark' round · her hair, 
and trouser~, like., al.?-\ ~h~ mun.i tioq-s ,~i~l's, or r,ather lik~ ·tnun­
it~ons girl,S, lin ,...the· f1~·st ·war~· s~~ 1E;3. ostentatious1y ,unfe~'n1ne, 
and, conDnim,ist. ,'JOHN:-~~~tes' 'tol'her· 8.TJ.d· ge~,s no reply. He" 
realises he isqU1d.te '.lo~e.~ ,And·in'some way h~ must prove him­
so1f for her, or forllsome · woman , there. ,might. be ,in"tbe, future: . 
he beginfS to 1d~nt1~Y. the W$I' with hi'S o~' ,struggle. At, his 
first attack" at the' river'Voltu~no, half' the men turm b8C~f' ' 
run aWe:{ from the line.,' ,He', vomits :v1th fearas he runs in ·the' 
dark_ ' ' He lies ~t· 1ihe 'bottom of' a ,,!~t' 'sheli . hole quivering 
with terror .as the German ·,wa.iling .W1J+ny,!, hUrls mortar bombs 
OVier in handfu}'l.'so£l~ ,si;X" s~,reamint' aproas the night sky. He .. 
can fvel the~·trembling 'or the 'mfin'n~;Xt ~to:!1iiiD too'. A mcm is 
wounded abovef'. erie',s out~ ; 1·stretcti6r be-.re:tB pass thl3 lip·. of : , ',. 
the shel,l~ol~, and. .Qail' dOwn" ,for. hel~'~ ',Ve' va got wounded,:Up' I 

here, give ,us'.& ,h~d you' .blokeiS,:they.' ~e dying u.P. here' f whd.l.e 
til~ WCDunded man ge;;es on 9i'yillg,' ~of'rplease no, no:·'- But neither 

I ., 
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He embarks again for Italy,: again it seems that war will: 
evac;ie him, sine! Italy h~s just signed an armistice and SIlc111 is 
in Allied hand·s. He lands at Salerno. on D-day plus 8. in tbe 
dusk, and hears a ,man with red' ta~:s on his shoulders (a brigadier) 
telling a few men in a low vo1ce. t I want you to go up to that road 
lIi"fty yard:s ah~Bd :and plonk yourselves down and staYl there,. even 
if Jerry attacks. even if he walks over your bodies.;- He thinks 
't~s is a manoeuyre. Even the m~rtar bombs that come whizzing 
over he takes as dummy bombs. Only next' day does .he realise that 
they are on a narrow at'rip of beach. with the Germans pushing them 
into tbe sea. It 1s touch and go. But he seems to know nothing 
about ,fear. Be is gay, they nickname him th. laughing boy.! 
He only flings himself to the ground. at ·the whistle of B shell 
because be sees the others doing it. Really his truancy bas 
still not ended. But 1 t soon does. . 

; t 

His 'baptism o'f fire is really after the Salerno B~a 
situation 'bas cleared up ~d the~ are advancing. The two men 
he is with on 'a terraced vineyard :are caught' by scbrQpnel. on$ 
dies, .with holes in his 'baok. A quick explosion and it was avera 
War is' quite different from Iwhat he expected. It is mostly' quiet, 
with sudden deafening no1~es. or a quick whizz and a death. in " 
a moment~ Its is baphafJard. you lose yourself Bll the time,' 
there seems 'to be nonguid1ng principle. He cries when tlwt .man 
dies, standing with an, old woman who shakes heer head. That is . 
the, moment of' ~he de:ath of his truancy: ,tbe laughing bqy is. dead 
too. He looks 1ongingl:y 'at the 1,1ttle pbotc;>grapb by his, !fed, 
until it becomes just dots on a piece of paper. not a real. face 
any more.· . 

A friedn writes 'to b~m that KATHY 1sbehaviJl8 'strangelyi, 
wi th other man. be doesn t t know what JOHN mows,. that their 
affair is over. The ,friend says she 'wears a scark round 'her hair, 
and trousers, li~ 'all the munitions girls, or rather like mUn­
ition.s girls in 'the :first "~warl she is o:stentatiousl:y unfeminine. 
'and communist. JOHN writes to her and gets no reply. He 
realises he is q1Rl1te atone. And in some· way h~ must ,prove him­
self for her, or for $ome woman there might be in the futures 
me begin.'S to identify.the war with his own struggle. At his 
first attack, at the river Volturno, hBlf the men turD back, 
run 8w81 from the line. He vond ts with fearas be runs in tbe 
dark. He lief\J at the bot~om of' 8 vast sbell bole 'quivering 
wi th terror as' the German • wailing Winny' : 'hurls mortar bombs 
ov.er in handfullsof six, screaming across the night skJ. He 
can £eel the trembling of the marl next to him too. A ·man is 
woUnded above, crie.s out. ~tretcber bearers pass tbe lip of 
the shellhole ~d call down for helps t We've got wounded up 
here. give us a band you blolQes, they' re dying up here'. while 
the \rJQ)undea man goes on crying, .No, please no, no! t IUt neither 
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JOHN nOIr the other' man move;" He 1s'- a coward. When he and 
two of his mates run up against a German sentry later that night, 
having go t into enemy lines by mistake, he proves this even more 
by running away and not even pausing £or the others, though one is 
shoxrt and, fat and carrying: all the equipment. . ,;When' they are rest­
ing after that attack he lies shivering. in his' bivouac unable to 
sleep for 'fear 'of a shell dropping'or 'a sudden attack, though this 
isfive miles behind the lines. He tells the others tb1~ wh~ they 
areeat1ng from their mess-tins, and one of them says with a s~lef 
'That's ~ilt.l ~ey accept cowardice easily. 

But 'hase words change him. In the next attack his'company 
probe forward deep into the enemy line ,and take a house exposed 
to enemy fire on three o£ its sides. The of'ficer is ki11ed and 
an enemy tank appears, but JOHN to hi!S astonishment finds himsel£ 
rallying all ~ . he men, going from one to the other asking them 
if they want to ~ cowardsc the gunners are missing, perhaps 
wunded or lost, and only their signaller is there: be arranges 
through the radio to bring dow fi~e on the house it,self, where 
thep are Sitting, to' stop any attack from outside. Th~ fire comes 
down justcas the Germans begin the~r attack (which he predicted) 
at. dusk: miraculou.sly they avoid the house itself but disperse 
the Germans, six of Whom surrender at the windows. He· f1n~s hi~ 
self elevated to a non-commissioned officer, incharge of a platoon. 
The story of what 'he did goes the rounds. They expect him to be 
decorated, they finger the place on his jacket·where his ~ecorat1on 
will be pinned. He doesn't t smile. He ifS moreviolently unhappy 
than he has ever been in his 11fe. 

This misery only lifts a week later, when he 1s standing at 
the window of a farmhouse with a maChine-gunner and a dozen Germans 
appear at pointblank range hurrying across the field, ignorant of 
the fact that they are being watched. Th~ gunner is just about to 
pull' the trig~r when JOHN l.ays his hand on his arm and shakes his 
head silently. T~ Germans, stumbling and frightened, hurry awa, 
to safety. JOHN hears that· snatch of conversation again in ~~ 
mind, 'Try it, in this war', an~ his reply,tI'll always try_t 
(to be human). He realises what a deathly objective it is, to 
try to prove yourself in war. 

~e war ends ·an~ he retur~ to greater bleakness tham before. 
He remembers her 'Don't take this as final'. London is sad, 
dirty f stripped of sp1ri t. He phones from 8 kiosk where· someone 
has vomited, and the directories are torn to shreds, the phone 
itself aJ..mast hanging from its hingers. He cat. cb.s sight o£ 
KA!HY in a' cro'wd of students at the canteen where :she go_s: 
she points him out to the man she .is witb, who looks at JOHN 
inquisitively. them they both turn a~ from him, the young 



- 6-

JOHN nOlr the other man mova. He 1s a coward.. When be and 
two of his mates run up against a German sentry later that night, 
having go t into enemy lines by m1stake, he proves this even more 
by running away arid not even pausing' ~()·r the others, thougb one is 
sho:rrt and fat and carrying all the equipment. · When they are rest­
ing after' that attack he, lies sl.11vering in his bivouac unabl18 to 
sleep for fear of a she11 dropping or a sudden attack, though this 
'isfive miles behind the lines. He tells the others tbirs WhUl they 
areeating from, their mess-tins, and one of them says with a smile, 
'That's guilt. 1. 'llbey accept cowardice easily. 

But Ilhese words change him. In the next attack his company 
probe forward deep into the enemy line and take a-house exposed 
to anem, fire on thre:e of its sides. ~he o:fficer is killed and 
an enemy tank appears, but JOHN to hire astonishment finds h1msel£ 
rallying all t. he men, going fl'OJm one to the other' asking them 
i£ they want to be cowards: the gunners are missing; perhaps 
wounded or lost; and only their signaller is there. be arrangGts 
througb the radio to bring dow fire on the bou:sa itsel~. ~ere 
the. are sitting; to stop any attack from outside. The fire comes 
down justcas the Germans begin their attack (which he predicted) 
at, dusk. miraculouSly they avoid the house itself but disperse 
the Germans, six of, whom surrender at the windows. He firuis him-
self elevated to a non-commissioned officer, incbarge of a platoon. 
The stor, of what he did goes' the. rounds. They expect him to be 
deoorated, they finger the. place on bis jacket where bis decoration 
will be pinned. He doesn't smile. He i~ moreviolently unhappy 
than be has ever been in his life. 

This misery only lifts a week later, when he is stan'd~at -
the window of a farmhouse with a machine-gunner and a dozen -ermans 
appear at pointblank range hurrying across the field, ignorant of 
the fact that they are being vatched~ 'llbe gunner is ju.st about to 
pull the trigger wben JOHN 1&.y:s bis hand on' his arm and sbakes bis 
bead silently.. The Germans, stumbling and frightened, hurry away 
to safety. JOHN hears tb~t snatch o£ conversation again in )'li:s 
mind, t ~ry it, in this wart, 8llf4 his reply, 'I'll always. try-' 
(to be human)i He realises wba' a deathly objective it is, to 
try to prove yourself in war. 

!be war ends an~ he retur~ to greater bleakness tham before.· 
He remembers her t Don t t take this as final'. London is sad, 
dirty, stripped of spirit. ~e phones from 8 kiosk where someone 
has vomited, and the directories are torn to shreds. the phone 
itself al.mast bang·1ng from its bingers. He cat cnes sigbt of 
KATHY in a crowd of students at the canteen where sbe goresl 
she points hiLm out to the man she is wi th.t who looks at JOHN 
inquisitively. Them they botb turn awar from him. the young 
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map with ,an emparras,s~d expression., JOHN 1~; now an aw;kard, 
thiqk-hec~6d, impulsive ,~rsQn, uriabl~ to 'm~age a real, conversation, 
8l~ays' knocking 'thing~ over~' He hurried awa,~, He know~ ,tha~'," 
KA'F~', is doil1g, ~ariv8ssing '.fOrBc :for the 'labour party. an(;l tries 'to' i 
get oli :the s~e group ,~~ :str~ets" and follo~s her; ~ut she alWays ." 
evades hi~. ' It, reminds ,him 9f deadly reconnoitring in the ~~ 
:She is at the ~orner of the street~ looking womani7'i :collected, " 
smo()t~-faeed;' and then 'sh~;t.1s gone ag8.iri., He' gives' up, +exh~ste~., 
He ,returns hO,me, to the snug 'l~ittl~ . room ,overlooking the garden': : 
only" ttiis h~sri "t change'd. " ",The, clock' t~cks in ,it, bJJ same'" way., ", . 
~he little sChool'at the end of the road has been blo~ to bits. 
~he street, has lQs~ it~ w1ndo~B sever81<ti~s. His ,parents g~ve 
a ~~d of ,p,arty for him but he sits awkward' and ungaj.nlYf not knoW­
ing' any ~f' th~ peopl., ':troui:~cross t,he rO~tlfm.,m ,tWQ doors away •. 
A.'Diar'ried cOuple 'fignt, s~~ s~a.cld.ng h~s: fac~t. he,wrench1ng 'q.er· arm. 
'Fb:ere fs' ,an' ai~ of"m1sexi. "~I 'Fha ol~~r p;eople'lo?k on, at, a qui~e 
new "wo~l~ ',A pie,ce of; sch~apn~l has p.netrat~d the back window, 
and made a ,t~ny hol~.' ,Hf!' ~tands th~re one' morni~g pe~e.ing a.t ~t, 
f'iriger,ing: ,it, ",dreamiM, thinking o~ the ,past, ,quite friendless ~ow. 
At t.~a:~' ,tnonl~n~ ,~ll~ post', ~r,1nga h~m $ thick, ~nvel~pe: h~s, mC?ther 
hands it' to 'ijim. It, tells hitq that ,he has been ,m~ntion(lt(i~n , 
d~Sp~t,Qh~s for 'g,~ll8.n*"I, :it; ~e,~s ,t,he '~ng' s f~si~il~ ~ignat~re. 
H~, sc~'e~s it up,,' and f1nger!~ th~ tiny hole. " 
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man with .an e~barrassed exp,ress1on. JO,~ is now an awkard; 
tbick-neckeJl. impulsive per'son. unable to manage a real conversation, 
alw8¥s knocking thiDgs over. He hurried away. He ,knows that . 
:KA'It'HY is doing 'canvassing ~rAt 10r the 'laboUr party ~d tries to . 
get on the same group of streets. and follows her, t)ut sbe always 
evades him. It reminds him of deadly reconnoitring in the war. 
:She is at the corner o£ the street. looking wom~17. collected, ; 
,smooth-faced, and then she 1s gone Sgain. He gives tip, exhausted. 
He returns hom.:e to the snug little room overlooking' tl'e gardena, 
only this hasn't changed.. The c10ck ticks in 1t l& same way. 
~he little school at the end of tbe road bas been blo~ to bits. 
~he street has lost its winfdows several tilllif}s. His parents give 
a ~ai of party for him but he slt.sawkward and ung8inly, not know­
ing any of the people. :from across the road. fm;m two doors awa,. 
A married couple f1gbt, sbB smacking his face, be wrenching her arm. 
!llbere is an air of misery. 'lhe older people look on. at a quite 
new world;' A piece of 'sc~apnel has penetrated the back window. 
and 'made a tiny bole.' He 'stands there one morning peesing at it; 
£il18ering it, dream:J..ng, thinking of the past. quite friendless now. 
At th8t,moment the post brings him a thick .envelope: his mother 
hands'it to him.' It .tells him that. he bas been mentioned in 
despatc~es for gallan*.,. it bears the king' s facs1ul1e ,signature. 
He screw~ it UP. and ftngers the tiny bole. 
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