
[image: no cover]


E.F. Benson
The Babe, B.A.
Warsaw 2019



Contents
I. To Introduce
II. In Fellows’ Buildings
III. The Babe
IV. vs. Blackheath
V. The Work-club
VI. The Babe’s Picnic
VII. The Babe’s “Sapping.”
VIII. A Game of Croquet
IX. Tea at the Pitt
X. Royal Visitors
XI. The Rehearsal
XII. A College Sunday
XIII. King’s Chapel
XIV. A Variety Entertainment
XV. Clytemnestrismos
XVI. After Lunch
XVII. A Little Game
XVIII. The Confession
XIX. In the Fifties
XX. The Babe’s Minor Diversions
XXI. A DAY IN THE LENT TERM
XXII. BEFORE THE TRIPOS
XXIII. The Lists


I. To Introduce
The time has come, the showman said,

To look at many things,

At Deans and tea and men and Babes

At Cambridge and at King’s.

Light-blue Lyrics.

And I maintain,” said Reggie, flourishing the Britannia-metal teapot (in order, it is supposed, to lend a spurious emphasis to the banalité of his sentiment), that it’s better to have played and lost than never–”

The teapot–one of those in which the handle is invariably the hottest part–had just been filled up with boiling water, and a clear and fervid amber stream flew bounteously out of its spout on to the bare knees of one of those who had played and lost. Thereupon a confused noise arose, and Reggie’s sentence has never been finished.

After a short but violent interlude, the confused noise ceased by tacit consent, as suddenly as it had begun; Ealing helped Reggie to pick up the broken fragments that remained, and the latter had to drink his tea out of a pint glass.

To think that a mere game of football should lead to such disastrous consequences,” he remarked. Why does tea out of a glass taste like hot Gregory powder?”

I never drank hot Gregory powder; what does it taste like?”

Why, like tea out of a glass,” said Reggie brilliantly.

Reggie, if you want to rag again, you’ve only got to say so.”

Ealing threw into a corner the napkin with which he had been drying his knees and stocking after the tea-deluge, and as he had finished, took out a pipe, and proceeded to fill it.

That pig of a half-back caught me a frightful hack on the shin,” he said.

Well, you kicked him in the stomach later on,” said Reggie consolingly. That’s always something to fall back on. Besides he did it by accident, and it certainly looked as if you did it on purpose. Of course it may only have been sheer clumsiness.”

Dry up. You didn’t funk as much as usual this afternoon.”

I tried to, but I never had time. And I can funk as quickly as any man in England. Jack, it’s time for you to say something.”

Jack Marsden was the only one of the three who looked in the least like a gentleman at that moment. Ealing and Reggie were both in change, they both wore villainously muddy flannel knickerbockers, short enough to disclose villainously muddy knees, old blazers, and strong, useful, football boots with bars. Jack, who had taken no part in the confused noise, was sitting in a low chair reading Alice in Wonderland, and eating cake in the manner of a man who does not think about dinner.

I wasn’t asleep,” he remarked. I heard every word you fellows were saying.”

Dormouse,” explained Ealing.

Dormouse it is. Give me some more tea, Reggie.”

I call it so jolly sociable to read a book when you come to tea,” remarked Reggie.

So do I. Thanks. And another piece of cake.”

Football’s a beastly game,” said Ealing.

Especially when one is beaten. Here we are out of the Cup ties in the first round, and what one is to do now I don’t know. I can’t think why people ever play football.”

I shall work,” said Ealing. Have you seen the list of the subjects for the Mays? I think it must be meant for a joke. They have set all the classical authors I ever heard of, and nearly all I haven’t ever heard of.”

I want a clean cup,” quoted Jack.

You want a clean–” began Reggie slowly in a tone of virulent condemnation. But being unable to finish his sentence in an adequately insulting manner, he left Jack’s deficiencies to the imagination.

He wants a clean pipe,” remarked Ealing. It sounds like a kettle boiling.”

Jack shut up his book and yawned.

You fellows are beastly funny,” he said. I’m going back to Trinity to work. For why? I am dining with the Babe to-night.”

The Babe has got markedly madder and several years younger since last term,” said Ealing. And he was neither sane nor old to begin with. Tell him so with my love. Or I dare say Reggie and I will come round later.”

Do. It is November the fifth. The Babe observes all feasts, whether civil or ecclesiastical. He says it would be a thousand pities to let these curious old customs lapse into disuse.”

I wish the Babe wouldn’t use such beautiful language,” said Ealing.

He only does it in his less lucid intervals. Good-bye. I’ll tell him you’re coming round about ten.”

Jack picked up his hat and stick and went off to his rooms in Trinity, where till half-past seven he drifted helplessly about like a ship-wrecked mariner, to whom no sail breaks the limitless horizon, in Thucydides’s graphic account of the Peloponnesian war. To Jack, however, it appeared that its chief characteristic was its length, rather than its interest, a criticism, the truth of which is rendered more and more probable every year by an enormous mass of perfectly independent, unbiassed critics. But being a short and stout young man, by no means infirm of purpose, he regarded that merely as a reason the more for beginning at once.

Reggie Bristow and Ealing sat on for an hour or so by the fire. They were old friends, and so they did not need to talk much. Reggie was a year the younger of the two, and he was now half-way through his first term at King’s. They had been at Eton five years together, where they had both extracted a good deal of amusement out of life, and perhaps a little profit. They were both exceedingly healthy, to judge by the superficial standards of examinations, rather stupid, and, in the opinion of those who knew them, on a much more important matter, very liveable-with. Furthermore, they both played games rather well, and, as was right, neither of them ever troubled his head about abstract questions of any sort or kind. Living was pleasant, and they proceeded to live.

Reggie had been performing this precarious feat with admirable steadiness for just nineteen years. Nature had gifted him with a pleasant face, and a healthy appetite had enabled him to show it to eminent advantage on the top of a tall body. He preferred talking to working, cricket to football, and lying in bed to signing in” at 8 A.M. in the morning. He smoked a good many pipes every day, and blew smoke rings creditably. He played the piano a little, but his friends did not encourage him to take the necessary practice whereby he might play it any better. He was in fact perfectly normal, which is always the best thing to be.

It’s a great bore, our being beaten,” he said, after a long pause, during which he had succeeded in blowing one smoke ring through another. We were the best side really.”

Of course we were, although we are blessed with a goal-keeper who hides behind the goal-posts, until a man has had his shot.”

He stopped rather a hot one to-day.”

Purely by accident. He peeped out from the goal-post too soon, and it struck him in the stomach. I hate being beaten by Pemmer, though I shouldn’t have minded if we’d lost to Trinity. The ground was in a filthy state too. One couldn’t get off.”

Reggie sighed.
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