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No CHARACTER IN THIS BOOK IS BASED ON THAT OF
a living person. The geographical background
of the story is drawn from that part of West Africa of
which I have had personal experience — that is in-
evitable — but I want to make it absolutely clear that
no inhabitant, past or present, of that particular colony
appears in my book. Even an imaginary colony must
have its officials — a commissioner of police and a
colonial secretary, for example; I have a special reason
for not wanting such characters in my book to be identi-
fied with real people, for 1 remember with very great
gratitude the courtesy and consideration I received
from the Commissioner of Police and the Colonial
Secretary in the colony where I worked in 1942—43.

The poem quoted on page 261 is from Selected
Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke, translated by J. D.
Leishmann (London: Hogarth Press, 1941).
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Book 1

PART ONE

I- WILSON SAT ON THE BALCONY OF THE BEDFORD
Hotel with his bald pink knees thrust against the
ironwork. It was Sunday and the Cathedral bell clanged
for matins. On the other side of Bond Street, in the
windows of the High School, sat the young Negresses
in dark blue gym smocks! engaged on the interminable
task of trying to wave their wirespring hair.? Wilson
stroked his very young moustache and dreamed, waiting
for his gin-and-bitters.

Sitting there, facing Bond Street, he had his face
turned to the sea. His pallor showed how recently he had
emerged from it into the port:® so did his lack of interest
in the schoolgirls opposite.* He was like the lagging finger
of the barometer, still pointing to Fair long after its
companion had moved to Stormy.? Below him the black
clerks moved churchward, but their wives in brilliant
afternoon dresses of blue and cerise aroused no interest

1. gym smock: FEXAYEBEZHEK, 2. engaged on the
interminable task of trying to wave their wirespring hair: &
BB THERNZHhHLE, 3. His palior showed how
recently he had emerged from it into the port: it 3§ the
sea, )R A YR B R IXHEOITA, 4.
so did his lack of interest in the schoolgirls opposite: fib %t ji
PR E E R A T R B RVERUAE LR A, so did
L BRI BIE4g, did % LAty showed how recently
he had emerged from it into the port. 5. He was like
the lagging finger of the barometer, ... to Stormy. fBR&K
FRgHEAREN R, ERNEMTENELHER “RR
WE, ERER®,



in Wilson. He was alone on the balcony except for one
bearded Indian in a turban who had already tried to
tell his fortune: this was not the hour or the day for
white men — they would be at the beach five miles
away, but Wilson had no car. He felt almost intolerably
lonely. On either side of the school the tin roofs sloped
towards the sea, and the corrugated iron above his head
clanged and clattered as a vulture alighted.

A black boy brought Wilson’s gin and he sipped
it very slowly because he had nothing else to do except
to return to his hot and squalid room and read a novel
— or a poem. Wilson liked poetry, but he absorbed
it secretly like a drug. The Golden Treasury* accom-
panied him wherever he went, but it was taken at night
in small doses — a finger of? Longfellow,® Macaulay,*
Mangan:® Go on to tell how, with genius wasted, Betrayed
in friendship, befooled in love ... His taste was romantic.
For public exhibition he had his Wallace.®* He wanted
passionately to be indistinguishable on the surface from

1. The Golden Treasury: ¥R AB/REBHE (Francis
Turner Palgrave, 1824—1897) Zupy«<¥ BT i B> (1861),
2. a finger of: finger (f) RAKBMWER. #HIMERHE
Weh A ST —MmEE, a finger of —/hK, EHERER
T P EL R RN 2G4, BRRITER E R EIRLER, 3.
Longfellow ['lon,felou]: £EEANRS (Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, 1807—1882), 4. Macaulay [ma'ko:li]: #H
BXER. BAGEERMBIERESF] (Thomas Babington
Macaulay, 1800—1859), {hfy<¥XEk» (History of England)
ERATLELEEGH RN ENEE, 5. Mangan
['mengsn]: TiR2LH¥AEMR (James Clarence Mangan, 1803
—1849), 6. For public exhibition he had his Wallace.
L WG, B IREK LT, Wallace ['wolis] RE/ME
£ B ER AP @it £ &%+ (Edgar Wallace, 1875—1932), F
1896—1899 {EMi{E e #, ABF 4 W 16 FERRA L.
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other men: he wore his moustache like a club tie! —
it was his highest common factor:? but his eyes betrayed
him® — brown dog’s eyes, a setter’s eyes, pointing
mournfully towards Bond Street.

“Excuse me,” a voice said, “aren’t you Wilson?”’

He looked up at a middle-aged man in the inevitable
khaki shorts with a drawn face the colour of hay.

“Yes, that’s me.” ' )

“May 1 join you? My name’s Harris.”

“Delighted, Mr. Harris.”

“You’re the new accountant at the U.A.C.4”

“That’s me. Have a drink?”

“I’ll have a lemon squash if you don’t mind. Can’t
drink in the middle of the day.”

The Indian rose from his table and approached with
deference. ‘“You remember me, Mr. Harris. Perhaps you .
would tel your friend, Mr. Harris, of my talents. Per-
haps he would like to read my letters of recommenda-
tion ...”” The grubby sheaf of envelopes was always in
his hand. “The leaders of society.”®

“Go off. Beat it,* you old scoundrel,” Harris said.

“How did you know my name?”’ Wilson asked.

“Saw it on a cable. I'm a cable censor,’” Harris said.
“What a job. What a place.”

“I can see from here, Mr. Harris, that your fortune
has changed considerably. If you would step with me

1. he wore his moustache like a club tie: {BRIBHHATFRA
REDHEAR AR, - FRVERIAGES LW .
club tic Z#:HR R fiRE, SHEAHRE, —BRBEFRHFHCH
&8, 2. it was his highest common factor: fhf)iHT2
A ABRR LY, common factor: () AT, kit &
BREEFRAMRZA, 3. but his eyes betrayed him: {B{f ¥
WIRK BRG], EART—#, 4. UA.C.: 48
D& AT & United Africa Company fy4i5, 5. The
leaders of soclety: LN AHE LKL EHWADEH, 6
Beat it: [{8] ¥,
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for a moment into the bathroom ...

“Beat it, Gunga Din.,"

“Why the bathroom?” Wilson asked.

“He always tells fortunes there. 1 suppose it’s the
only privatc room available. I never thought of asking
why.”

“Been here long?”

“Eighteen bloody months.”

“Going home soon?”

Harris stared over the tin roofs towards the harbour.
He said, “The ships all go the wrong way. But when I
do get home you’'ll never see me here again.”” He lowered
his voice and said with venom over his lemon squash,
“I hate the place. I hate the people. I hate the bloody
niggers. Mustn’t call ’em that, you know.”

“My boy seems all right.”

“A man’s boy’s always all right. He’s a real nigger
— but these, look at’em, look at that one with a feather
boa? down there. They aren’t even real niggers. Just
West Indians,® and they rule the coast. Clerks in the
stores, city council,? magistrates, lawyers — my God.
It’s all right up in the Protectorate.® I haven’t anything
to say against a real nigger. God made our colours. But
these — my God. The Government’s afraid of them.
The police are afraid of them. Look down there,”” Har-

1. Gunga Din: B #:[@ #:5% %5 ¥+ (Rudyard Kipling,1865---
1936) — ¥ h gy Ay, tEZ L MEATRIEEN N, IR REMHD
. 2. feather boa: (it%EA%M) KMEB(ENBIED
€23 )N 3.West Indians: #g5%k BB . FXKin, KR,
HEBREEEMBA. 4. Clerks in the stores, city council,...:
BALX AN RS AHWEERLRR, HHETELLIRNA,
<o 5. Its all right up in the Protectorate. F Z|{g 4 ib iy
R, MR, It 4§ kXK they rule the coast, right (&
) #EARIA Protectorate: £, tE#T 1941—43 £RYE
ERBRFRT AL, RBMARTAIHEEITR. FEE
KEABRFAEFA B, — HERBE, —HRPHE,
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ris said, “look at Scobie.”

A wvulture flapped and shifted on the iron roof and
Wilson looked at Scobie. He looked without interest in
obedience to a stranger’s direction, and it seemed to him
that no particular interest attached to the squat grey-
haired man walking alone up Bond Street. He couldn’t
tell that this was one of those occasions a man never
forgets: a small cicatrice had been made on the memory,
a wound that would ache whenever certain things com-
bined — the taste of gin at midday, the smell of
flowers under a balcony, the clang of corrugated iron,
an ugly bird flopping from perch to perch.?

“He loves 'em so much,”” Harris said, “*he sleeps
with ’em.”

“Is that the police uniform?”

“It is. Our great police force. A lost thing will they
never find® — you know the poem.”

“I don’t read poetry,” Wilson said. His eyes fol-
lowed Scobie up the sun-drowned strect.? Scobie stop-
ped and had a word with a black man in a white pana-
ma: a black policeman passed by, saluting smartly.
Scobie went on.

“Probably in the pay of* the Syrians too, if the truth
were known.”

1. He couldn’t tell that this was one of those occasions a

man never forgets:...from perch to perch. {h17R L b Eig R
FEAKEREHHERZ— BRI EBT A D olR,. 85
RERHAH—&, XN HERAEN. T FRAELRT B,
ERATERELS DA RSHEEHEERN, FR—-RAERMH SRR
K — AL B S R B — i X B AT R AR R,
2. %A lost thing will they never find —”: W HXE/ S
R.BR2%R . AERRIEA Hilaire Belloc (1870--1953) |faik
The South Country “‘A lost thing could I never find, Nor
a broken thing mend.” 3. sun-drowned street: PRIk
M, 4. in the pay of = employed and paid by
(21 % @A,
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“The Syrians?”’

“This is the original Tower of Babel,””* Harris said.
“West Indians, Africans, real Indians, Syrians, English-
men, Scotsmen in the Office of Works. Irish priests,
French priests, Alsatian priests.”

“What do the Syrians do?”

“Make money. They run all the stores up-country?
and most of the stores here. Run diamonds too.”

“I suppose there’s a lot of that.”

“The Germans pay a high price.”

“Hasn’t he got a wife here?”

“Who? Oh, Scobie. Rather. He’s got a wife. Per-
haps if I had a wife like that, I'd sleep with niggers too.
You'll meet her soon. She’s the city intellectual. She
likes art, poetry. Got up® an exhibition of arts for the
shipwrecked seamen. You know the kind of thing —
poems on exile by aircraftsmen, water-colours by stokers,
poker-work from the mission schools. Poor old Scobie.
Have another gin?”

“T think I will,” said Wilson.

2

Scobie turned up James Street past the Secretariat.
With its long balconies it had always reminded him of
a hospital. For fifteen years he had watched the arrival
of a succession of patients: periodically at the end of
eighteen months certain patients were sent home, yellow
and nervy, and others took their place — colonial

1. the original Tower of Babel: BREHEJE, X24)
et —HiR RO IEREEFIRE M. BNERKRRER
B REEREREREMN Y HER BET —MhRTM—E
P, XA ART R#. EEATEIRN, WAL TEMN
BEY, SENUETREERN, L ERTIRIEIIE
BWEARTRRETEMAKXATRER, 2. up-country:
£57T.fEBIHA, 3. got up: AR, EHk, 4. Secreta-
riat: {RERTBBBLNHA KR,
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