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  For my old friend and colleague Eric McKenzie, as enterprising as any Swann, Salesman and cheer-leader extraordinary.


  The author gratefully acknowledges the encouragement given to him by the old established firm of Messrs. Pickford. The decorative drawings are reproduced from contemporary prints lent by the Mary Evans Picture Library and the National Freight Foundation.
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  VIEW OF THE RIVER


  December, 1878


  TOWARDS noon, when Swann’s carters, stablemen and vanboys gathered in the yard and about the sprawl of sheds and warehouses, munching their bread and cheese and spilling shards of pastry from penny pies bought at the stand lower down Tooley Street, cohorts of London sparrows attended them. But when dusk fell, when the gates were locked after the last homing waggon and the only men inside the enclosure were watchmen, the sparrows, most knowing of London’s cadgers, flew west to scavenge Covent Garden, abandoning Swann’s Bermondsey headquarters to a pair of robins. The robins then assumed private ownership of the rectangle and were always in hopes that the tall, broad-shouldered man with the friendly eyes, and the curious rolling gait, would stay overnight and be on hand to provide breakfast at first light, pushing wide the tower casement and calling them to perch on the sill of the old belfry.


  Often enough he appeared, having slept on the camp bed he had there and they heard his cheerful shout this morning, as the grey light probed the swirling river mists, so that they took off from the warehouse gutter, dropping down within pecking reach of his large, horny hand.


  He called, as always, “Hello, you two! Help yourselves. Take the chill off the morning!” and grinned as they advanced warily to feed from his hand, paying no heed when he cleared his throat, threw up his head and sniffed the damp air, accepting him as one of the regular early risers hereabouts, with time as well as pasty crumbs on his hands, and a geniality he would shed once the working day had begun and he had opened his newspapers and settled to his desk.


  His presence there, at this hour, was irregular. In spring and summer he might watch the dawn from the tower casement no more than once a fortnight but at this season of the year, coming up to Christmas, he was sometimes there for days at a stretch, a strongly-made, shambling man, who seemed to enjoy his isolation high above the wilderness of slate and tile, a man who had a word for them even when that great desk of his was spread with papers and he seemed absorbed in a never-ending task.


  In summer and early autumn, between late May and mid-October, the sour whiff of the river predominated, a compound of bilges, decaying flotsam, spoiled vegetables, drowned cats and half-starved, ownerless dogs, spread across a twenty-foot margin of hard-packed bluish mud that was the permanent residue of Plantagenet, Tudor, Stuart and Georgian sewage. A miasma so focussed, and so indigenous, that it sometimes seemed to enfold the entire South Bank in a fond, foetid embrace, like a cloud of marsh-gas stealing up river from the wastelands of both sides of the estuary. But that was the summer scent of the yard.


  In mid-winter, as now, the river whiff moderated, taking a modest fourth place to the reek of the adjacent soap factory, the more pungent stink of the tannery nearer the bridge, and the sharp, acrid smell of innumerable horse-droppings in the clubbed approaches to the tideway.


  Adam Swann was never conscious of the reek, summer or winter, having had twenty years to get acclimatised to it. On a morning like this, for instance, when he had been up here a day and a night summarising his annual reports and assessing the turnover of his regions in order that he could apportion the Christmas bonuses, he thought of the long river reach, stretching from London Bridge to the forest of masts marking the most westerly moorings of the Surrey Commercial Dock, as his private demesne, something peculiarly his like the queer, octagonal tower he had used as his office ever since he settled here in the autumn of ’fifty-eight. Vast business expansion had never tempted him to shift his headquarters to a more salubrious spot and he could have told you why. Indeed, he occasionally did tell customers, family and underlings why, whenever he saw them wrinkling their noses beside his open casement.


  He would say, with a hard grin, “Where else could I keep finger and thumb on the pulse of the nation? Look at that string of barges, those lighters and wherries making rendezvous with the ocean-going shipping lower down the river. Why, dammit, I can stand here taking stock of my own concerns and everybody else’s at one and the same time! Could I do that anywhere else in the city at seventy pounds a quarter?”


  And those among them who fancied they knew him well would shrug at his conceit and descend the spiral staircase to the teeming yard where his waggons came and went and his horde of retainers heaved and cursed and pottered, reflecting that Adam Swann was a queer chap, an amateur who had outdistanced all the professionals in the square mile, a man who took more pleasure in the cut-and-thrust of commerce than he had ever taken as a mercenary in the field. And that despite him having been present at battles that had now taken their place in the history primers at every redbrick board school in the country.


  Invariably he forgot his visitors as soon as their steps had died away on the stone stairway, lunging back into the embrasure and slowly massaging the muscles of his thigh where the straps of his artificial leg had chafed during a long session at the desk. But before he addressed himself to his work again he would glance out across the river at the Conqueror’s tower, far higher, bulkier and more majestic than his but not all that much older, for the Carmelite convent that had preceded the brewery, the livery stables and the waggon park here was twelfth-century, or so they told him, and the beam that had supported a bell that summoned the sisterhood to prayer was still there as a bulge in the plaster ceiling of the eyrie.


  That was usually how he thought of it when he was up here alone at first light, with the river mists shredding and the blurred outlines of the bridge taking shape before his eyes. An eyrie, owing absolutely nothing to anyone else alive, a place where he could assess his personal destiny in terms of past, present and future, so that his review sometimes took the form of a jaunty, self-congratulatory circuit of the octagonal room, where everything he saw and touched was part and parcel of his odyssey. The walls up here were plastered with maps representing every square yard of his territory, and sometimes it seemed to him they trumpeted an astounding achievement, not only on his part as creator, but on the part of the handpicked men who staffed the fifteen regions known by a string of odd, quirkish names—The Border Triangle, The Lancashire Polygon, The Mountain Square, The Western Wedge and so on; names his fancy had found for them when he slashed his territory into a dozen different slices, drew up his maps and pinned them to the wall.


  He thought of them now as children, with characteristics and idiosyncrasies far more diverse and far more interesting than the eight children he had sired on his eighty-acre estate fifteen miles to the south and he supposed there was a logical reason for this. For the Swanns of ‘Tryst’, from nineteen-year-old Stella, now off his hands, to the family postscript whose arrival last January had astonished him, owed no more than a small segment of their individual egos to him, whereas the segments of his wall-maps had been a conscious act of creation on his part and had been nurtured, over two decades, on a diet of edicts emanating from this tower and directed by his hand and brain.


  The view of the river was one thing—his private ‘Peak in Darien’, from which he could feel the nation’s pulse. The regional maps, proclaiming the steady growth of his enterprise, were something else. But there were other random features of the tower that were permanent reminders of the stages in his twenty-year haul and when the stocktaking mood was on him he would review them severally and collectively, making a kind of mosaic of a life he always saw as beginning the day he came here in his thirty-second year.


  He discounted the wasted years prior to that. His childhood and boyhood were dim now, a period spent in preparing himself for a career that had become, over the centuries, obligatory to a male Swann, one of following the drum across the world until sword, bullet, arthritis or half-pay cut the process short, leaving survivors to feed on their memories. The years that mattered had been his middle years, from his thirty-first birthday onward, and he was fortunate in that he could calculate to the exact minute the turn of the tide on the littered field of Jhansi at the very end of the Sepoy Mutiny, when he had fallen beside the Ranee’s necklace, reached for it and stuffed it into his sabretache before losing consciousness. From that moment he regretted nothing. From then on, buttressed by the yield of the rubies, he had groped his way forward with a definite sense of purpose, making his mistakes certainly but profiting by the least of them and, just occasionally, when challenged by a fortuitous set of circumstances, propelling himself and his enterprise forward in a series of prodigious leaps. The evidence was all around him. It warmed his heart to contemplate it piece by piece.


  In a wall niche directly opposite the window was the silver frigate with its commemorative plaque, a craftsman’s scale-model of one of his two-horse, medium-weight vans, presented to him on his return to work after eleven months’ absence learning to walk on a tin leg. He never looked at it without recalling the moment, thirteen years ago, when he had limped in here, making heavy weather of that spiral staircase, and read the little pyramid of names inscribed below the Swann insignia, a swan with a wheel where the port wing should have been. It was a trophy that would never leave here while he lived. It did not belong anywhere else, only here, where the argosies of the men whose names it bore came and went. It represented not merely loyalty on the part of sixteen men and one woman, but the thrust he had transmitted to them as they wrestled, year by year, to build something out of nothing. The Ranee’s necklace, his starting capital, had been valued at nine thousand pounds. To Adam Swann the price of the silver frigate was incalculable.


  Above it was another, very different trophy, a map less than half the size of the other seven and the only one hanging there that had been drawn by another hand. A railway map, antedating his enterprise by a few months and given him, half in jest, by a man called Walker, erstwhile depot manager of the Great Western at Plymouth, who had sparked off the entire adventure by a single, casual remark. Over the years Swann could still hear Walker’s bantering voice—“Don’t invest a penny in railways, your own or anyone else’s. If I was your age, and I wish to God I was and starting all over again, I’d do something better. Study that map and fill in the blank spaces.”


  Well, he had done it within months and the process had led him, more or less directly, to the most ungainly trophy in the room, an object—it defied a more definite name—that made every stranger who crossed the threshold cock an eyebrow, and wonder what a transport magnate could want with a huge costumier’s display stand, that spun on a pivot and seemed, in motion, to take on limited animation, as though it was a cross between an anarchist’s infernal machine and a pot-bellied robot. They were not so far wrong. In a way it was a robot, at least, it had a robot’s name and was known to everyone familiar with Swann’s methods as ‘Frankenstein the Fact Finder’. He spun it now, smiling a little at his own cleverness and eccentricity, and recalling the night he had sat up here inventing it as a short cut to milking facts and figures from his head clerk’s canvass of their first four regions. He did not use it overmuch now. Most of its data was filed inside his head, but he was always eager to demonstrate it to anyone politely interested and whenever his captive audience included a hard headed businessman he knew, somehow, the thoughts he took away with him. Swann, of Swann-on-Wheels. A very warm man, it was rumoured, with a streak of originality that somehow had established him as the fastest and most reliable transporter of goods in the country. But still, somehow, an amateur among professionals.


  He did not quarrel with that, having long since decided that the country was thronged with amateurs, that the Empire had been acquired and administered by amateurs, that, but for amateurs, the industrial revolution would have been stillborn a century ago and some other tribe would have cornered the world’s trade.


  Up here, whenever he was camping overnight, he lived rough, bivouac fashion. Creature comforts made no appeal to him and he had never cared a straw what he ate or drank, or where he coiled himself under a horse-blanket borrowed from the night-duty stableman. He lunged past Frankenstein, giving it a final spin, and paused at the end of his great oak desk, piled with the results of his twenty-four hour foray. A foolscap sheet lay there, covered with his neat, angular writing, a list of fifteen regions with the area manager’s name in brackets alongside, and underneath the calculated bonuses based on their individual turnover. He gave the sheet a long minute’s study, comparing it, in his mind’s eye, with the previous year’s list and noting that Fraser, away up in the Borderlands and beyond, had at last overhauled his nearest rivals, Godsall, of the Kentish Triangle, and Rookwood, of Southern Square. Well, he was glad of it. The circular that his head clerk Tybalt would send out as a result of his night’s labours would keep those comparative youngsters on their toes and this would be Fraser’s last full year before retirement. Fraser was a trier. Runner-up for six years in succession and now top of the list, with the whole of Scotland under his thumb. Experience counted for something after all.


  He laid aside the list and picked up the only item on the desk that had no commercial significance, a heavy silver frame containing two photographs, one of his wife, Henrietta, the other of his four eldest children, booted and spurred on the terrace of ‘Tryst’ before setting off to a meet of the West Kent foxhounds. It was full day now, crisp and clear over the river, the heatless sun level with the spars of the furthermost vessels in the dock. Noting this he ceased his prowl and stood propped in the alcove waiting for his coffee to warm on the iron stove, his mind occupied with a kind of equation that an idle moment like this encouraged. Where, if truth were known, lay his loyalty? To those grimed maps, to Frankenstein and the fifteen names on the foolscap sheet? Or to this woman and those striplings and the other four out of sight? He had found answers to all his sums over the years but never an answer to this one, perhaps because a photograph was never a true likeness, never told you anything important about the sitter.


  Henrietta, for instance. Here she was, her plump, pert, pretty self, and yet it wasn’t her at all, or not as he had come to know her since the day he rode over the moor and hoisted her on to the rump of his fagged-out mare. The camera had reproduced her fussy get-up in the greatest detail but where was her sparkle? And underneath all those yards of draperies where were the factors that had kept him faithful to her all these years?


  It was the same, to a degree, with the children, although here he was less dogmatic, for he was always ready to admit that he did not know them and was never likely to know them. There was his first-born, Stella, named for a star he once saw over that well at Cawnpore in ’fifty-seven; his eldest son, Alexander, proud as a peacock in his first hunting topper and obviously impatient to stride out of the picture and throw his leg across that mettlesome young gelding the old Colonel had bought the boy on his seventeenth birthday. There was young Giles, standing slightly apart, and looking his usual solemn self, as though, instead of the prospect of a day in the saddle, he was going in search of martyrdom. And finally, there was that merry rascal George, the only one likely to follow him into the hurly-burly of the city with any prospect of relish.


  What the devil did he know about any of them? How and when should he have learned? This room, these maps, had sucked him dry over the years. Nine-tenths of his time and nervous energy had been expended here, calculating the profit on a haul of slate from Llanberis to Swansea, or a thousand gallons of milk from Wiltshire farms to city dairymen. Playing one lieutenant off against another. Scratching round for new capital to replace worn-out teams and vehicles. Exploiting a new idea that would tap a fresh source of profit. His family had been an afterthought, a spare-time hobby, like chess or croquet, and inevitably, as the years hurried by, Henrietta had usurped his place as master of ‘Tryst’, reducing him, little by little, to the role of a privileged lodger, or a favourite uncle whose prerogative was to spoil rather than guide the thrusters who kept his home in a permanent uproar.


  With a final glimpse at the river he turned away, replacing the heavy silver frame on the desk and wondering, incuriously, if increasing age and girth would encourage him to live on his fat, to turn his back on this stinking, clamorous stew and spend more of his time at home enjoying the fruits of all this toil and turmoil. He doubted it. If an artificial leg had not slowed him down would age and the indifference to money that marched with age? In all the time he had been here money had not troubled him much. His sense of drive derived from other things—a consciousness of contributing, of playing a part in the burgeoning of the nation, in a search for perfection within the limits of the profession he had chosen and the path he had marked out for himself when he was fighting other people’s battles on the other side of the world. Everyone worth his salt cut his own swathe. The only useful thing you could do for fellow-travellers was to encourage them to stand on their own feet and find their own way through the jungle. The names on that presentation frigate proved that if nothing else. Each of them owed his opportunity to Swann-on-Wheels so that his real family was listed there and would doubtless remain his sole concern until they carried him away in a box and his son George, or someone else, took his place at that desk.


  The thought made him grin as he lifted his coffee from the stove and sniffed its fragrance. Whoever it was would not waste much time vacating this slum and seeking more comfortable quarters. North of the river perhaps, within easier reach of the big railway termini and the new trunk roads they were laying down. Or a few miles south, in one of the semi-rural suburbs, where a man could breathe clean air. The enterprise would surely recast itself in the decades ahead. New and faster methods of transport would be devised. Railways would improve and so would roads, even country roads, whereas manufactories, now concentrated in the North and Midlands, would lap into the southern shires, proliferating like flies as more and more markets were opened up overseas by the imperialists and the missionaries.


  He thought about the Empire for a moment. Where its frontiers would be drawn and which tribe, if any, would overhaul it and challenge its supremacy by the time the old queen died and that plump, racketty Edward mounted her throne. The gloomy Germans, possibly, who had given the yammering French such a thrashing a few years ago. Or the Yankees, who were not likely to stay minding their own business. How much longer had he got to watch the merry-go-round? Ten years? Twenty? Perhaps even a few more, for somehow, after so many adventures, he felt marked down for old age. More than that he could not see himself retiring while there was breath in his body.


  He was sifting through the morning mail when Tybalt his head clerk, poked a bald pate into the tower, holding a buff telegram as though it was liable to bite. He was familiar with Tybalt’s ranges of expression. The one he wore now was almost surely associated with bad news of one sort or another. He said, irritably, “Well, come in man and give it to me. Don’t stand there looking so damned apologetic. Which of ’em is in trouble this time!” and Tybalt replied, morosely, “It’s personal, sir. From ‘Tryst’, prepaid. The boy’s waiting for an answer.”


  He took the telegram and opened it, recalling as he did that he had told Henrietta he was likely to move north to confer with her father Sam and Catesby of the Polygon before he came home for the Christmas break. The telegram said: Colonel much worse. Doctor Birtles says matter of days. Think you should come. Love, Hetty. He said, with a grunt, “It’s the old Colonel. Wire Catesby and my father-in-law, and tell them to hold over that mill business for a week or two. It’s not all that urgent. I’ll have to go home and wait. There’s nothing else to keep me. I’ve worked out the bonuses and the annual summaries are in draft. You’d best have them copied and circularised,” and he rose, swinging his tin leg in a wide arc to clear the end of the desk.


  Tyablt said, with a rich gravity that suited him far better than elevation, “I’m very sorry, Mr. Swann. He was a dear old gentleman. I got to know him very well when I was down there a great deal at the time of your accident. You’ll miss him very much, I’m sure.”


  “He’s had a damned good innings,” Adam said, unsentimentally. “If he lives on into February he’ll be eighty-nine but I hope, for his sake, that he doesn’t. However, I should want to be there,” and Tybalt murmured “Of course,” gathered up a sheaf of papers and left, as though he disapproved of his employer’s cavalier reception of such grave news.


  Adam followed him down, his nostrils tingling in keen morning air only marginally tainted by the whiff of the soap factory. He crossed the yard and lifted his hand in greeting to the giant waggonmaster Keate, who was conferring with the master smith. The place would have to get along without him for a spell but it might be some time before he was back. Old men who had suffered two strokes sometimes took their time dying. And then, as he passed through the gates and hailed a four-wheeler, to take him to London Bridge Station, he had another thought. It was how this side of the bridge must have looked when his father was born in 1789, a decade or so before the sprawl of factories had penetrated beyond Rotherhithe and long before the docks were built, a time when every vessel that entered the river rounded North Foreland under press of sail. The interval between then and now appeared to him then as a millennium rather than the better part of a century, and his mind leaped forward another span of years, so that he tried to picture what it would be like when he, in his turn, lay dying. Unrecognisable again he wouldn’t wonder, with that new bridge they were always talking about down the river a reach or so, and God alone knew how many tunnels burrowing under the slime of the Thames. Places and people had that much in common. They sprang up, preened themselves in the vigour of youth and the fancied permanence of maturity and then, almost overnight if one reckoned in terms of history, either crumbled or took on an entirely new form. Nothing lasted all that long and it therefore followed that the world would always belong to the young. To lively sparks like his son Alex, to his daughter Stella who would soon, he supposed, come to him with talk of grandchildren, to George who would inherit his packload sooner or later, and to young Giles with his serious eyes that would never make much of a balance sheet but would always look sympathetically on the human derelicts that, even at this early hour, were scavenging among the rubbish tips outside the biscuit factory.


  Part One


  SWANNS AT LARGE
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  Thoughts at a Funeral


  THE old Colonel died at five minutes to three, on the morning of January the nineteenth, 1879.


  His son, Adam, who had been taking a turn at sitting up with him for almost a week now, did not witness the death. He was dozing in the armchair beside the leaping coal fire and the cessation of the long, rasping breaths alerted him in the way a sudden change in sound pattern had broken his bivouac sleep in his campaigning days. He rose without haste, massaging his thigh where the support straps of his artificial leg had chafed during the long vigil, lifting the old man’s hand and waiting, aware of the contrast between the stillness of the room and the tumult outside, where the wind soughed in the stripped branches of the avenue beeches, as though the Colonel’s spirit had taken flight among them, rejoicing in release from the withered old carcase on the bed.


  After a few moments he released the hand, closed the eyes and gently pressed the jaws, remembering, as he did this, that he had performed the same office for a score of men young enough to have been the old man’s great-grandsons. But that was long ago, at Balaclava, Inkermann, Cawnpore and Lucknow, places and occasions rarely remembered in the last two decades.


  Even now he felt more relief than regret. The dear old chap, who looked so small under the blankets, had been dead to him, and to everyone else at ‘Tryst’, since the night in June last year when those lively young sparks of the Sixteenth had brought him home after his collapse at his final Waterloo anniversary dinner in Apsley House. They were hardly more than boys, the aides of paunchy, mottled, bewhiskered old veterans attending the dinner as guests, but they had handled the old man with reverence and this, Adam supposed, was understandable. To them he would be a museum piece for only that week The Times had reminded them that the Colonel had served under Old Beaky, the Iron duke, twenty-eight years dead, and was, moreover, the only man sitting around that table who had helped to drive Ney’s storming party down the steep escarpment at Busaco, in September 1810. He had thus attended more than fifty Waterloo dinners and was a legend in his own right.


  Adam paused a moment, wondering whether to summon the male nurse they had engaged and then wake Henrietta and tell her the news but he decided against it. It was not a moment for family clamour. He preferred, for the time, to marshal his own thoughts and walked stiffly to the window, lowering the sash an inch or two to freshen the air of the sick room, letting his mind explore his relationship with the old man, a very unusual one, he would say, especially over the last twenty years, when it had been that of a father and son in reverse. But it had suited them both since the latter had turned his back on the Swann military tradition and gone into trade.


  The old man had been very happy down here, pottering about in the sun and the wind, spoiling and being spoiled by a flock of grandchildren, by Henrietta and all the servants, who thought of him as a family heirloom embodying the prestige of an era that seemed to Adam as distant as Agincourt. Born soon after the storming of the Bastille, he had taken the field at eighteen and spent the next seven years riding and fighting for his life in Portugal, Spain, Haute Garonne and Flanders, hectored by men whose names would forever be associated with the Iron Duke—‘Farmer’ Hill, Tommy Picton, Sir Joseph Cotton, red-headed Crauford, darling of the Light Brigade, and a hundred others. A splendid company, no doubt, but as irrelevant as mediaeval pike-men in an age of breechloading rifles, the Gatling, and four-funnelled ironclads capable of projecting twelve-inch shells.


  He retraced his steps to the bed, still flexing the muscles above the joint in the leg and staggering a little on that account. The coals in the grate shifted, the pendulum of the small French clock spun under its glass dome, and outside the wind gusted breathlessly across the bleak, winter landscape. He looked down at the rigid, angular features, trying to see the old man as he had been all those years ago, a pink-cheeked, curly-haired lad, with brown, laughing eyes, cantering through the passes of the Pyrenees in pursuit of that wily old rascal Soult, beating the dust from Johnny Frenchman’s knapsack all the way from Torres Vedras to Toulouse. Four years it had taken them, six if you counted the two abortive campaigns, but the Colonel had found his pot of gold in the first French town they had captured. Not loot or promotion, but a pretty brunette, dispensing cakes in a pastry-cook’s kitchen, one of the French mademoiselles who welcomed the English dragoons as liberators. And that was odd in itself, for pot-bellied Bonaparte was now even more of a legend than his rival, the Duke, and was regarded by many as a martyr to British bureaucracy after he had died on an Atlantic rock, denied the title of Emperor. But time had put that right. Adam himself had seen Napoleon’s splendid tomb at Les Invalides.


  The train of thought led him, logically enough, to Waterloo, and his glance moved from his father’s face to his right hand, marking the bluish stumps of the two truncated fingers, the result of a wild slash by a French cuirassier who had died a moment later, struck through the throat by his nimble little opponent. After that nothing very much, or nothing to fill the history books. Service on a few fever-infested islands; half-pay retirement; a young wife to mourn and a troublesome son to rear; tranquil years in late middle age beside Derwentwater with his crotchety old sister, Aunt Charlotte and, in the long evening of his life, twenty years in the Kent countryside, reproduced in a hundred of his laboured water colours, three of which hung in this room, conflicting oddly with other trophies that hung there, the sable, the dragoon’s helmet in need of a polish, a posed photograph of a Waterloo dinner, and the telescope through which the old man had once watched Marshal Soult ordering his outposts across the Bidassoa.


  Well, as he had indicated to Tybalt when the telegram arrived, the old chap could count himself lucky. How many of his contemporaries had lived to see a grand-daughter in her bridal veil? How many had been given the chance to grow old gracefully in pleasant, comfortable surroundings, with a dozen women to wait on him, and a tribe of children to listen to his stories? Not one in twenty, Adam would say, with bitter personal experience of war wastage. Possibly not one in a hundred when you thought of the slaughter at places like Badajoz, Ciudad Rodrigo, Salamanca and Waterloo, or the ransom of a thousand wet nights in Spanish bivouacs and long stretches of service in murderous tropical climates.


  He squeezed the maimed hand, tucked it under the bedclothes and drew the sheet over the face. “I hope to God I’m half as lucky,” he said aloud and stumped from the room, seeking his own quarters.


  2


  Henrietta wept when he told her and thirteen-year-old Giles, who had been a close confidant of the old man, turned pale but said nothing, slipping away to commune with himself in the winter woods while they discussed funeral arrangements. Stella, eldest of the brood, would not know until they sent word to Courtlands, her new home across the county border, whereas Alex, the eldest boy, would be unlikely to learn of his grandfather’s death for weeks, for God only knew where he was at the moment, with his unit poised to cross the Tugela and slaughter Zulus. The younger children, taking their cue from George, now sixteen, assumed lugubriously pious expressions that failed to conceal their secret relish at being the centre of attention at a military funeral. Adam noticed their sternly repressed exuberance and smiled grimly. It was the prerogative of the very young to feel smug in the certainty of immortality, but he had looked for tears from Henrietta. She had never made the least secret of her belief that, but for the good offices of the old man, she would have been denied the splendid fulfilment of the last twenty years. Adam, left to himself, she said, would have handed her back to her father after her flight from home in a thunderstorm, despite the truculent showing he made at the confrontation when Sam Rawlinson had appeared with a writ. He had not been in love with her then, and had no thought for anything but his improbable dream of a nationwide waggon service. But the old man had enlisted with her the moment Adam ushered her over the doorstep, a scared, bedraggled fugitive in a tattered, cageless crinoline, and in the end Sam had taken himself off grumbling and swearing, cutting her out of his will and leaving the reluctant White Knight no alternative but to marry her and found a family here in Kent. There was more than that to their relationship, as Adam well knew, although he had never exhumed that ridiculous involvement with that popinjay Miles Manaton, who had come so close to raping her on the islet in the river that ran within sight of ‘Tryst’. Luckily for everyone the Colonel had been on hand that day, had mounted her on his skewbald, packed her off home, and briefed her on a story to explain her disarray and hysteria. And afterwards, intercepting Adam at the yard, he had spoken up for her so that the whole, stupid affair had passed effortlessly into limbo. Adam, remembering all this when he saw the glitter of tears in Henrietta’s eye as she bent over the bed and kissed the old man’s brow, thought: “She’s regretting him a damned sight more than she would her own father. Now why should a woman with her lust for life carry a grudge down the years, for it’s clear she’s never really forgiven Sam for trying to barter her for a piece of wasteland adjoining the old devil’s mill in that foul little town where I found her!” He said nothing, however, except a word or two of perfunctory comfort about the old man’s death in life since his stroke and perhaps she shared his relief. What man in his senses wanted to survive as a hulk?


  They buried him in Twyforde Green churchyard three days later, where the Swann family was, as the younger children had anticipated, on show for everybody in the county. A sober-faced row of them, occupying the full length of the second pew, the front pew having been surrendered, by protocol, to the officer commanding the Colonel’s old regiment, and the dragoons of the Sixteenth who travelled over from Hythe to see the doyen of their regiment accorded the honours due to a man who had lost two fingers at Waterloo.


  Military display did not impress Adam Swann. It never had much, not even when he was a serving officer himself, and now that part of his life was as far behind him as his boyhood. He did not begrudge the old man his colourful requiem, with six scarlet-coated troopers as bearers, and the reigning Colonel and Adjutant as pall-bearers. It flattered Henrietta, who still cherished the conceits of her youth concerning soldiers, and it obviously impressed the younger children, who listened far more attentively to the military chaplain’s windy euology than they listened to sermons delivered from the same pulpit during their Sunday church attendance. For himself he found his mind ranging on other, irrelevant subjects. Whether or not to take Tybalt’s advice and sink more money into the Dublin branch; whether Lawyer Stock was right or wrong to urge the purchase of a fleet of Swann coasters to haul goods by sea as well as road; whether John Catesby, his northern manager, and a fervent trade unionist, would cross the floor and manage Sam Rawlinson’s mill, now that the indefatigable old rascal had made another fortune on the Stock Market, based on his holdings in the Suez Canal Company.


  “Our brother-in-arms, privileged to shed blood at the most famous engagement in history . . .” The florid old chaplain droned on and Adam, hunched in his pew, his gammy leg at an awkward angle, spared a speculative thought or two for his eldest son Alex, who had rejected the offer of a junior partnership in the most prosperous haulage firm in the country, to play soldiers with Lord Chelmsford and his legions in Zululand. And he only eighteen, the age when the old man and a score of long-dead Swanns had ridden off to the wars. He wondered if the presence of so many uniforms in the little church would promote anxiety in Henrietta for her eldest and favourite son, away seeking his baptism of fire, but thought it very unlikely. She was still extraordinarily naïve about soldiers, and what was expected of soldiers once the bands had stopped braying. Nothing he had ever told her about war had succeeded in moderating her girlish obsession for scarlet and gold, for the swagger and glitter that she had found so attractive in that idiot Miles Manaton until he grabbed her and tried his damnedest to peel the drawers from her backside. An incident like that would have induced most women to look beyond the uniform at the man inside but it had not taught Henrietta anything very signficant or why would she have urged him to let Alex sail off to Natal in October the moment he was offered a commission in some tinpot local levy?


  “Did his duty by Queen and regiment . . . upheld the honour of the flag on foreign fields . . .”; the mottle-faced, port-punishing old chaplain was clearly enjoying himself so that Adam, catching up on sleep, rose rather jerkily when the final hymn was announced and everybody fumbled for hymnbooks. He shot a half-mischievous, half-rueful glance at his wife but she avoided his eye. She looked pre-occupied, he thought, so perhaps the old man’s long-awaited death had been a shock after all. Well, he fancied he knew a way to restore Henrietta to her customary high spirits before another dawn and promised himself that there would be no mourning the far side of the bedroom door. A few hours in his arms, a little flattery, a shared joke or two, and she would be herself again, with the pleasant rhythm of their lives restored. There was, he assured himself, very little he did not know about Henrietta Swann, née Rawlinson, the artful little devil he had plucked from a moor all those years ago, and this despite the successive layers of camouflage she had donned since he had saddled her with a family and installed her in a mansion standing in an estate of eighty acres. She could persuade most people, no doubt, that she was gently born, and liked to observe the proprieties. He knew better.


  For once, however, he was wrong about her, as wrong as he could be. Henrietta Swann, standing demurely beside husband and children, trilling out the verses of the familiar, full-blooded hymn, was not, as it happened, thinking of the old Colonel, the occasion, or the obligatory proprieties it demanded of her. Instead she was trying hard to arrive at a conclusion concerning the marriage of her daughter Stella, now standing three children away from her, and sharing a hymnbook with her well-bred, impassive husband, Lester Percy Maitland Moncton-Price, heir to Sir Gilbert Moncton-Price, Bart., of Courtlands, in the county of Sussex, whom she had married quietly late the previous summer. Quietly, because at that time, the old Colonel was expected to die at any moment; and quickly because Lester had been a serving officer when they became engaged and was anticipating a posting to the Cape to join his unit.


  The girl had been in a rare tizzy to see herself installed as chatelaine of the great, draughty place the Moncton-Prices maintained just across the county border but there had been no occasion for the hurry after all. The moment Stella’s settlement had been agreed Lester Moncton-Price threw up his commission in the Hussars and joined his father in what he advanced as a filial endeavour to recoup the summer’s flat-racing losses on the autumn steeplechases. Henrietta had not been informed whether their string of successes had resulted in keeping the creditors at long range but she was in no doubt at all as to what had induced the Moncton-Prices to marry into trade. That much, she supposed, must be general knowledge in the area but nobody, seemingly, found it degrading, not even Adam, who argued that men like Sir Gilbert, whilst they were almost always short of ready money, could never be hounded beyond a certain point, so long as they owned land and had family ties with influential people at Court and Westminster. On the whole, he told Henrietta privately, he approved the match. Marriages of this kind, he said, were recognised as a means of national compromise nowadays and Stella, a tradesman’s daughter, would be unlikely to do better down here in the country if that was the life she hankered after. It was out of the question to give her a season, like that accorded the daughters of deeply-entrenched county families. In twenty years or so seasons would be obligatory on the part of successful tradesmen’s daughters but changes of this kind took time. As it was they were still the prerogative of people who inherited money.


  So they were married in this same church in September and Stella, pink with triumph, drove away behind a pair of matched bays to Courtlands and Henrietta, thereafter, held her peace. She did not even inform Adam that he had entirely misunderstood her concerning her doubts. They had nothing whatever to do with the mountainous losses of the Moncton-Prices at Newmarket and Epsom, and even less with young ladies’ seasons, and the rituals of husband-hunting in London drawing-rooms. They were instinctive and deeply personal, arising out of her own discoveries concerning the nature of men and marriage, that told her good manners in public, a generous settlement, and the prospect of a title, were threadbare substitutes for a shared sense of humour and the prospect of a romp down the years with a lusty, tolerant husband. She would have been more likely to make a determined stand had she not long since made up her mind that Stella, whilst undeniably pretty, graceful, and an expert in croquet, dancing and small-talk, was very short on humour and therefore unfamiliar with the hidden meaning of the word ‘romp’ as applied to marriage. Had she not been she would have shied away from a mincing, rather effeminate beau like Lester, and possibly gone as far as climbing out of the bedroom one night and running off to Gretna Green with someone like that lumping great farmer’s son, Denzil Fawcett (or Follett was it?) who had been mooning after her, poor, deluded oaf, since she had put her hair up when she was thirteen. For that, or something like it, was what Henrietta would have done in her shoes, but mother and daughter had very little in common, and perhaps Stella did not deserve anyone better than Lester Percy Maitland Moncton-Price and the clutch of long-nosed children he was likely to give her. She was certainly not equipped to appreciate the fearful ecstasies of near-abduction, shared adventure and breathless submission to a man like Adam Swann, who had shed a family tradition like a housewife discards an empty peapod and gone about making his own way in the world with a gusto that would shake the dust from any number of Moncton-Prices. It was very difficult, she supposed, to view this kind of thing through another woman’s eyes. For herself, looking back, she would have felt cheated had she been denied the pleasure of finding a man for herself and learning for herself how to anchor him.


  She stole a cautious sidelong glance at daughter and son-in-law, seeking confirmation of her suspicions that some of Stella’s colours were beginning to fade and found it, or thought she found it, in appraisal of Stella’s waistline. It was still as slender as the day she married, eighteen inches or a little less, and that after five months as a bride! She noticed something else too and it seemed to her even more significant. Man and wife were sharing a hymnbook but their fingers were not touching. They were singing listlessly, without physical awareness of one another, and Lester’s face wore its customary expression, the carefully-measured arrogance of the privileged and well-britched. The family look, Henrietta told herself, was already beginning to transfer itself to Stella for she too looked impassive. Impassive and a little wan.


  The appraisal had the power to depress Henrietta so that she at once sought to restore her spirits by transferring her glance to the rest of her flock, deliberately repressing thoughts of the Colonel, whose presence at ‘Tryst’ all these years had been a benediction. There was surely no profit in mourning such a gentle, whimsical creature for, as long as she lived, she would never forget him, and whenever she remembered him it would be with gratitude. But he had been old and feeble whereas her brood, ranged on either side of her, were young and full of promise. Without the necessity to follow the close print of ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ she let her discreet glances range left and right whilst she continued to sing lustily, first in the direction of that ebullient rascal George, who was looking as merry as a cricket, notwithstanding the solemnity of the occasion, then towards Giles, whom she felt sure would miss the old man more than any of them, then to the three, post-crisis arrivals, Joanna, almost twelve, Hugo, ten, and Helen rising eight, and finally to the tall, dark, self-contained man who had sired them so absentmindedly, with more than half his mind on his waggon routes over the Pennines, and the rate of haulage from Grimsby quays to the fish-markets of cities south-west of the Humber.


  She contemplated them all severally and collectively, her heart swelling with pride, as it always did when she saw them assembled together. George who, as Adam always declared, had been born laughing; Giles, the solemn, gentle one, who sometimes seemed so much older and wiser than any of them; Joanna and Helen, as pert and pretty as a pair of wedding posies, and Hugo, who shared her passion for soldiers, and was obviously enjoying every moment of this colourful occasion. As splendid and individualistic a bunch as you could find singing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ in any pew in the land. The eldest married and off her hands; the next, Alex, at this very moment calling the Zulus to account for daring to reject the benefits of absorption into the Empire, and the long tail of the procession right under her hand. Seven in all—no—whatever was she thinking of?—eight, counting the one-year-old surprise packet at home with Phoebe Fraser, the nursery governess. And all in twenty-one years.


  Did she want to add to the tally? Was it even likely, with herself entered upon her thirty-ninth year, and Adam coming up to his fifty-third birthday? She didn’t know and she didn’t care. For herself she was a strong as a horse, and for a matriarch approaching her forties still in possession of a surprisingly good figure, the legacy, she assumed, of her father’s splendid health and any number of Irish peasants on her mother’s side.


  At times like these she sometimes caught herself feeling as smug as the ageing Victoria, seen in garlanded magazine illustrations, palisaded by a tribe of royal descendants but it was not, she reminded herself just in time, a day for smugness. They were here to say a final goodbye to the Colonel and she would have to master the impulse to blubber at the graveside when those six dragoons lowered him into Kentish soil. She knew, of course, that women were expected to blubber at funerals but it was a concession she was not prepared to make, not even for decency’s sake. All her life, even before Adam found her, whisked her on to the rump of his mare, and carried her off like a freebooter’s prize, she had taken pleasure in standing on her own two feet, and looking the world in the face with a judicious mixture of pride and impudence. The approach had served her well and was, she knew, wholly approved by Adam, himself as proud as Lucifer and as daring, in his quiet, deliberate way, as Mr. Stanley in search of Dr. Livingstone. Besides, nobody would be watching her at the graveside. Their eyes would be for the panoply out there among the leaning tombstones of so many homespun Kentishmen . . . She hoped the snow would hold off a little longer. Not merely for the sake of so many bareheaded mourners but for the sake of Giles’ cough and her own, devastating bonnet, arched high over the forehead and crowned with three cunningly-wrought cloverleaf bows. Even two yards of crepe could add elegance to a bonnet if it was artfully trimmed, and why not? The old man had always had an eye for a well-turned-out woman.


  The hymn came to an end and she gave Adam a nudge, lest he should disgrace them all by nodding off again during the final prayer. Then, as the dragoons clumped forward to lift the coffin, she straightened her long, black gloves, tucked her arm through Adam’s and took her appointed place immediately behind the pall bearers.
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  His drowsiness left him as they moved into the open. There had been a light fall of snow during the service and the path beside the yews lay white as a freshly-laundered sheet until it was soiled and scuffed under the bearers’ jackboots. The coffin, he thought, looked ludicrously light, not much heavier, he would judge, than that fancy casket the Ranee’s steward had carried on his saddle bow during the ambush at Jhansi. He thought about the casket as his senses absorbed the timelessness and essential Englishness of the scene, a starveling crow lumbering out of a bare-branched elm, the nostril-stinging crispness of the winter’s day, the long, winding procession with the big blob of scarlet at its head, the fruity tones of the chaplain, intoning English cadences. It wasn’t really a solemn occasion. No more than the passage of a tired old man moving his last few yards over powdered snow in a box like the one that had held the nucleus of Swann fortunes, a thirty-stone ruby necklace that had provided the capital for the first fleet of Swann waggons.


  He wondered why he should think of that at this moment and then he knew, for as they approached the junction in the paths the slim figure of Deborah Avery slipped from behind a yew to take her proscribed place in the string of immediate mourners. Behind the youngest, bonafide Swann as befitted an adopted daughter, but ahead of the staff and the old man’s intimates, for in everyone’s mind Deborah ranked as family. He smiled at her and she smiled back, probably the only person here who shared his doubts concerning immortality, and that despite her youthful sojourn among all those French nuns, while her father, his former partner Josh, was racketting about in the company of whores and blackguards of one sort or another. They had formed an understanding, he and Deborah, soon after she had returned from that fancy school of hers in Cheltenham, pledging herself to a life of thankless social work in the stewpots of the wealthiest civilisation in the world. He tolerated her obsession with the unwashed and underpriviledged, whereas she, for her part, accepted his dedication to commerce to the exclusion of all other claims on his conscience. He liked Deborah. She had brains and charm and was a credit to him and to that rascally father of hers who hadn’t been seen or heard of in years.


  Beyond the row of elms, no more than a few short miles across the Kentish ploughland and coppice, stood Charles Darwin’s many-windowed house at Down. Deborah would probably see Darwin as a pioneer in the nonstop war on cant, the man who had made nonsense of Genesis and plunged all England into a welter of doubt but for himself he did not give a damn about the authenticity of the Scriptures, or whether he was cast in the image of God or an equatorial ape. His watchword, now and always, had been ‘sufficient unto the day . . .’, and the only parable that made commercial sense to him was that one about the steward who buried his talents. Life was for living and money was there to be made and spent on comfort and material progress. And after comfort and progress, he supposed, compassion, so that he saw himself as occupying a halfway-house between the advocates of laissez-faire and the swarm of clamant reformers in which his adopted daughter had enlisted. Change was inevitable but it would stem from capital not consciences. Recent history proved as much. Shaftesbury, crusader extraordinary, wouldn’t have saved a single seven-year-old from slow death in the mines and factories if he had not been able to launch his crusades from a base of privilege and wealth.


  The Guard of Honour’s volley, when it came, startled everyone but Adam, whose eye had been on the angled carbines and contemplating—of all things—the curious phenomenon of smokeless powder. A volley like that, fired over a grave twenty years ago, would have produced six puff-clouds of sulphurous gas. Now there was nothing to be seen above the raised barrels but a thin film of impurity, that hung for a matter of seconds in the keen, frosty air. He saw the massed ranks of the mourners waver and then the gleaming barrels came down in concert, and the chaplain folded the Union Jack and tucked it under his surplice, as though he feared it might be mislaid in the dispersal and he would be asked to account for it by his Quarter-master at Hythe. He looked at Henrietta again, surprised to find her dry-eyed, and then at George and Giles, standing close together, looking down into the open grave. Their dissimilarity struck him again, the older boy relaxed but absorbed, as though witnessing an interesting bit of pageantry, his younger brother caught up in the glum finality of the ritual. He thought, idly, “What the devil do any of us know about the chemistry of the body? Two lads, with common parents and common ancestors going back to the year dot, but they come from different planets”, and then his daughter Stella touched his elbow, and his sense of detachment left him to make room for sympathy, for she was shedding the tears he had expected of her mother and seemed, indeed, devastated by the ordeal.


  He remembered then that she too had been very close to the old man before she realised she was pretty and had a flair for fine clothes and twittery small-talk, so that she learned to think of herself as the most eligible filly in the county. Well, that was all behind her now, he supposed, taking some satisfaction in the fact that she had turned instinctively to him for comfort, instead of drooping on the arm of that sulky-mouthed husband she had cornered. He experienced a fleeting, insignificant qualm as he looked over her shoulder at Lester Moncton-Price, noting an impassivity amounting almost to boredom in the young coxcomb’s expressionless eyes, and the immobility of the fleshy red lips—woman’s lips he thought of them—but then Henrietta was patting her, and George was piloting mother and sister to the path leading to the lych-gate, and he heard Henrietta say, in a tightly-controlled voice, “He wouldn’t want you to feel sad, Stella . . . I confess I don’t, although I thought I should. He had a good life, and a very happy one with us. Thanks to Papa . . .”


  It was generous of her to say that, he thought, especially when it was she rather than he who had done the fussing over the last few years. Then he understood her line of reasoning. Comfort and security, of the kind the old man had relished, would have been denied him in his old age had his only son lacked the initiative to slough off that fusty Swann military tradition and concentrate on the business of making money. He studied her approvingly then as they settled themselves in the carriage for the two mile journey back to ‘Tryst’. There was an overall word for her and it eluded him for the moment, as a familiar place-name would sometimes escape him when he was working out a waggon route in his belfry overlooking the Thames. ‘Staunch’ was it? ‘Stalwart’? ‘Intransigent’, ‘Tempered’, ‘Resolute’? He ran it down as they left the last of the cottages behind—‘Indomitable’. She met every new circumstance indomitably and it had been this rather than her looks and figure that had singled her out from the very beginning of their association. Ordinarily, he had very little patience with the kind of woman they had been breeding over here while he was campaigning across the seas in youth and early manhood. But Henrietta was singular; had always been singular.


  He thought, as the carriage ran under the edge of the silent woods and over the hump of Twyforde Bridge, “She always thought of herself as lucky but I’m luckier. Suppose I’d latched on to a pretty little girl like Stella, instead of to the offshoot of a man with vigour and enterprise in his bones, like that rascally old father of hers? Odds on I should be a widower by now, what with all these children. Suppose I had left her to dry out in the sun on that moor the night the little devil ran away from home in a thunderstorm? Where would I have chanced on a woman capable of showing the fortitude and resource she demonstrated thirteen years ago, when I lost my leg, and she found herself saddled with a leaderless business, a sprawling great house, a young family, and a fourth child in her belly? I’ll stake every penny I possess that there isn’t another Henrietta between the Channel and the Pentland Firth and be damned if I don’t tell her so before we douse the lamp tonight.”
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  He did, in so many words. In his own, deliberately possessive way, the way he invariably went about the business of promoting their moments of intimacy. And she, for her part, made no more than a token show of being shocked. After sharing his bed for twenty years she could read his intentions like nursery print.


  Through the half-open door of his dressing-room she could hear the steady rasp of his razor as he sheared his strong, bluish bristles, and she wondered, smiling at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror, if he was aware that she always recognised an after-supper shave as a preliminary to tossing her about on that great four-poster they had inherited from the Elizabethan occupiers of the house. She went on combing her hair, rehearsing a formal protest that she knew would not have the least effect on him, but in a way she misjudged him. He was much gentler than usual, at least in his initial approach.


  He came stumping out of his room and moved across protesting floorboards to stand behind her and the ungainliness of the movement told her he had already loosened the master strap of the harness that held his artificial leg to the knotted, bluish stump she had insisted on inspecting the first night he was restored to her after that long, dismal interval that followed the Staplehurst railway crash. The wound had no power to shock and dismay her then and in the thirteen years that had passed since his discharge from the Swiss convalescent hospital she had come to equate the mutilation with the glory that had attached itself to him at the time. She never saw him as a cripple, or thought of him as even marginally handicapped. The leg was just a specifically-fashioned boot he lugged around, not out of necessity, but on account of a caprice that matched all his other caprices, singlemindedness, sustained personal initiative, iron nerve and a surprising tenderness at moments like this.


  He took the brush from her hand and rested half his weight on her shoulder, studying their faces in the mirror, and they remained a moment like this, cheeks touching, and the scent of his shaving-soap in her nostrils. He said, quietly, “Tell you something, Hetty. I was damned proud of you today,” and when, mildly surprised, she asked why; “I expected a scene and there wasn’t one. The old man would have hated a graveside sniffle on your part. Were you thinking that?”


  No, she said, she hadn’t even felt like sniffling, or not once they were clear of the church, where she had had time to marshal her thoughts and remind herself of the old man’s pitiful helplessness since June. How could anyone who loved him want that prolonged indefinitely.


  “Young Stella came near to making a scene,” he said, absently.


  “Stella has her problems. But I daresay you realised that today.”


  “Yes, but they aren’t insurmountable,” he said. “She’ll handle them, given time.” And then, almost irritably, “Neither you nor I would have had a moment’s peace if we had insisted on second thoughts and held out for a long formal engagement. She’s not got your strength of mind but she can be damned obstinate.”


  It was true, of course, but there was rather more to it than that and she was resolved to pursue the subject but not now. There were more immediate matters on hand. She had not been a wife to him all these years without learning to recognise priorities and said, with a shrug, “If she wants advice I hope she’ll have the sense to ask for it,” and was surprised when he laughed and demanded, in that shameless way of his, whether Stella had been given any in advance.


  “Far more than anyone gave me.”


  “Aye,” he said, goodhumouredly, “I’ll warrant that’s so. And more than most brides get this side of the Channel. Let it ride then. These things have a way of working themselves out.”


  She knew from his tone that he was not disposed to stand there half the night speculating on his daughter’s problems. At times like this, when the great house was still, and they were alone together in a room lit by the single dressing-table lamp and the flicker of the coals in the high grate that had replaced the great open hearth, she was able to isolate herself from the complexities of family life and revert to the mood of their earliest days together, before they had assumed such a packload of responsibilities. As always his heavy masculinity enfolded her like a many-caped mantle, so that she would have liked very much to have flattered him by a show of impatience but his weight pinned her to the stool and she could do no more than take his hands, pressing the palms to her breasts. It was enough. He tweaked the ribbon bow of her nightdress and bared one shoulder, kissing it lightly almost perfunctorily, but when she responded to his kisses with an involuntary flutter, of the kind she experienced on every single occasion he had laid hands on her over the last twenty years, he became his usual purposeful self, as decisive about love as he was about trade and barter down at the yard. Without more ado he slipped the nightdress from both shoulders and cupped her breasts in his hands, lifting their fullness to his lips so that his posture increased his weight and she cried out, laughingly, that this was more than she could bear and he should show a little patience, tonight, of all nights.


  It was a familiar pattern, a game they had played longer than she cared to remember now that the streaks of grey in his hair were past ignoring. He said, lifting her bodily from the stool so that her nightdress slipped to her thighs, “When I show patience this side of the bedroom door, my dear, you can begin wondering what I’m about in the regions. You’re not always on hand, remember. Damn it, we’ve not gone the rounds together since the Colonel took to his bed.”


  She remembered then, as he carried her across to the four-poster, recalling a moment in their marriage that had been etched in tragedy, for it had occurred no more than a few hours before the incident that cost him his leg and come close to costing her sanity. It was the day Giles had been conceived during an absurd, bucolic tumble down in a pheasant hide at the foot of the drive, whither she had hurried in the hope of intercepting him on his return from one of his free-ranging visits to his widely-scattered depots. In one way it seemed a lifetime away, but in another only the day before yesterday. The years had done nothing at all, thank God, to moderate the extreme pleasure she derived from his physical dominance that invariably laced their moments of intimacy with good humour and a sense of renewal, converting their concourse into a kind of frolic that slowed the march of the years. Reminded of this she felt impatient with her doubts about Stella’s happiness, Giles’ cough, and George’s restlessness, and the pettifogging demands of the younger children. They were nothing and he was everything. She did not put them out of mind exactly—she particularly wanted to discuss with him the possibility of getting Alex into a good regiment—but, as always when they were alone, and he was in one of his possessive moods, she could stack them like a jumble of parcels waiting to be posted. Her arms went round his neck so eagerly that she forgot about his leg, an essential preliminary to any embrace of this kind and her impatience must have pleased him for he said, chuckling, “Wait, the lamp . . .” and left her for a moment, not merely to extinguish the light but also to avail himself of the opporunity to turn his back on her while he unbuckled the side-straps of his leg. It was his one concession to modesty, or possibly an intensely-felt masculine pride. In thirteen years he had never learned that the act of removing that ungainly contraption was incapable of invoking the smallest stirring of revulsion in her.


  He was beside her in a matter of seconds, pulling her half-shed nightgown clear of her legs, so that she lay naked on the quilt, revelling in the warmth of the room, congratulating herself on her foresight in instructing the maid to build a good fire up here as soon us they returned from the funeral. He took his place beside her but propped on an elbow so that he could watch the firelight play on her body. This was an important part of the pattern of their ritual on these occasions, and had been ever since he had succeeded in exorcising the last of her conceits concerning personal privacy within a marriage to a man of his temperament. Tonight, however, he seemed in less hurry than usual but lay looking down at her, with that half-smile of his tinged with gentle mockery, one hand engaged with her hair still half-imprisoned in the ribbons she had been removing when he came in, the other playfully gyrating her nightdress, as though it was a flag he had captured in a skirmish. His playfulness, at such odds with the solemnity of the day, infected her, and she said, with a giggle, “That reminds me of Arabella Stokes.”


  ‘That old trout over at Tithebarrow? Why?”


  “She isn’t as prim as she looks. Or behaves, when you men are guzzling your port. The last time we were there to dinner she made everybody blush. Everybody but me, that is, for I’ve forgotten how, married to you.”


  She had caught his interest in a way she seldom succeeded in doing by daylight, when, as like as not, his mind was engaged with his work, or one of the dozens of newspapers he brought home to study.


  “You only listen to me when I’m undressed,” she said pretending to pout. “I’ll tell you some other time.”


  “You’ll tell me now,” he said, tossing aside the nightdress and throwing his arm about her waist. “What the devil has this nightdress to do with that wizened old woman at Tithebarrow?’


  “It was Arabella’s nightdress I was thinking of. She’s a bawdy old gossip, and was telling me and the other wives about old Mr. Stokes’ demands, when they were first married. About a hundred years ago.”


  “It must have been. Well?”


  “Whenever he wanted to make love to her he would turn facing her and say, ‘Lift your linen, Arabella.’ Just like that. Nothing more. And always on a Saturday.”


  The laugh it drew from him surprised her. It was really a very small joke and had elicited no more than giggles from herself and Mrs. Stokes’ toothy niece at the time, but he seemed to find it very rich indeed. More than a minute passed before he could say, “Always on Saturday? How was that possible?”


  “If it wasn’t she had to say so, and then he’d grumble and go to sleep without another word. Oh, it’s funny enough, I suppose, especially knowing her, but I remember thinking how awful it would be to be married to a man like that and from what I gather there are plenty about, even now.”


  “Far more than there were in Arabella’s young days,” he said, “for cant of that kind is a national disease. It was one of the first things that struck me when I came back from the East. The really damnable thing is the double standard. More than half those Holy Joes keep a buxom little doxy tucked away in a love-nest within a cab-ride of their counting-houses.”


  The wonder that she could talk to a man on this level never really left her, not even now, after more than twenty years as his bedmate, and recognition of this intensely private and personal boon moved her to reach out and stroke his freshly-shaved cheek. “I’ve never stopped loving you, Adam. Not from that first day on the moor. I was remembering it in church this morning, when I should have been thinking of the Colonel.”


  “So was I,” he admitted, surprisingly, “and with it the time we said ‘Enough’ before we have to take a lease on another pew.” He hoisted himself half upright and she seemed to detect in his calm, speculative expression a special reason for his torpidity, for although his love-making, up to a certain point, was often leisurely, it was unusual for him to gossip until he had spent himself. She said, defensively, “You don’t want more children? You’ve made up your mind to that?”


  “It occurred to me that perhaps you had.”


  She sat up, so abruptly that she startled him. “Why? Did I ever say so?”


  “No, you never did, Hetty, but I daresay you thought it when that last little bundle turned up after a seven-year interval.”


  She said, deliberately, “You’re quite wrong. I never did think it. As a matter of fact I was very relieved when Doctor Birtles told me there wasn’t the least doubt about it.”


  He turned his head and stared at her with amused exasperation. “Dammit, woman, we have eight. And you’ll be thirty-nine in July. Eight, not counting Deborah, and as healthy and handsome a string as I’ve ever seen anywhere. Don’t you ever give a thought to my pocket or your figure?”


  She said nothing immediately but he knew somehow that this was not, in her estimation, a fit subject for joking. Begetting children was, but not subjecting them to a kind of arithmetic, in the way he sometimes did when presiding over the brood at breakfast-table on Sundays and holidays.


  Her silence puzzled him a little.


  “Well? What do you say to that, my love?”


  “Nothing,” she said, carefully, “providing you’re joking. Are you?”


  Faced with that he hardly knew if he was or he wasn’t but then the tinge of asperity in her voice told him, reversing the judgement he had made of her in the course of that old chaplain’s mumbling obituary. It was wrong to assume you ever came to know any woman, particularly a febrile, impulsive little madcap like her. Not a day or a night passed when you failed to discover something new and unpredictable, an impulse, an artifice, a prejudice, a conviction based on instinct, or a fleeting facet of character that she had kept well-hidden for reasons known only to herself.


  “I’m not joking,” he said, and she replied, briskly, “Then I’ll tell you what I say. That ‘string’, as you call it, is my stock-in-trade. Like your teams and depots and annual turnover. You don’t stand still up at that Thameside slum of yours, so why should you expect me to? I’m as strong as a horse and you’ve already as much money as you can hope to spend. You preen yourself on having made your mark in trade and I’m every bit as proud of having been the means of bringing you healthy children. But there’s another side to it, apart from sound investment in sons and daughters.”


  He was grinning now. “Go on. Tell me, Hetty.”


  “You’ll grant I was able to help—with the important part of your life that is—when you were hurt in that smash, and you were considerably surprised and very pleased, I think, to find the business much as you left it when you came home.”


  “I’ve told you as much, many times.”


  “I know. But what I did then wasn’t important to me. It was just something that came out of an emergency. What I’ve found much more important most of the time we’ve been married is—well—that you’ve enjoyed me as a woman, and haven’t ever stopped wanting me this way. No matter what you had on your mind I was always able to make you forget it, if only for an hour or so. The business is vital to you, and the children are just as important to me. Of course they are. I never made the least secret of wanting a large family, that went out into the world and did all the things you and I would never have time to do in one lifetime. But what happens in this room when we’re alone at night—that’s really mine, you understand? Any fool can have children but I like to think I’ve done far better than that, giving you something no one else could have given you, not even those women nobody mentions but everyone knows about, whose business it is to please men for money. Do you think I’d risk losing that?”


  He was touched but astonished. It seemed to him strange and wayward that she should interpret a light-hearted remark concerning the length of their family as a broad hint that they should deny themselves the indulgence they had enjoyed over the years.


  “I’m not suggesting I should stop loving you in that sense, Hetty. You must know there are ways and means . . .”


  “Don’t tell me about them!” she snapped, “for I don’t want to hear and I certainly don’t want to practise them! I’ve heard other wives mention ‘ways and means’ aimed at not having children and to my mind it entails . . . well, cheating, if you like. There’s only one way for a woman to love a man, and show that she loves him, and I learned that from you, years ago.”


  There was no kind of answer to this, or none that he could think of. Pride in her, and gratitude too inflated him, so that he saw her as someone infinitely more complex than a sensual, buxom wife, a hit-and-miss mother, and the exasperatingly immature fugitive from reality that she had sometimes shown herself to be over the dips and peaks and levels of their marriage. Clearly she was a far more introspective person than he had imagined, for all his smug, masculine certainty that he knew every curve and cleft of her body, and every variant of her quicksilver temperament. He sensed, vaguely, that he had just learned something new about her secret evaluation of the partnership, an aspect she had succeeded in concealing over the years. She saw the row of children in that pew as her profits in an enterprise but they were incidental to its main purpose, a purpose as well-defined as that which had translated him from mercenary to creator and driving force of a gigantic enterprise in a period of twenty-one years. Her essential purpose was to adjust to him, in all his changing moods, boosting him when he stood in need of a boost, sanctioning his erratic flights from the cares of office. It was to spend herself keeping age and self-doubt at bay and moderating the inevitable loneliness of a man who spent most of his waking hours among subordinates, using her body as an instrument trained and tempered to absorb his essential egotism, a task she not only relished but would share with no one, physically or spiritually. He thought, with an inward chuckle, “By God, it’s lucky for both of us I’ve found all the solace I ever needed right here in her company. I wouldn’t care to find myself in a rival’s shoes if she ever got to hear about it.”


  Suddenly he tired of the game of tinkering with the machinery of their marriage and drew her close to him, seeking her mouth and letting his hand slip the length of her back to caress the soft roundnesses of her buttocks, after which he addressed himself to the task of demonstrating that he not only understood her line of reasoning but wholly endorsed it. Presently she stirred within his embrace but it was only to enfold him with her legs and hold him there until he was spent and mocking the small glow of vanity his ardour invariably promoted on these occasions, particularly since he had passed the fifty mark and should, he told himself, have outgrown a young man’s pride in performing so simple a function. The sensation of wonder persisted, however, long after they had pulled the blankets over them and she was asleep, her head turned to him, her left hand resting in the hollow of his hip, the truncated hip that represented, for him, his own invincibility and his wife’s inexhaustible reserves of pluck and versatility, reflecting that she had never really extended herself until he was converted, in a single moment of time, from man to hulk during that shambles over at Staplehurst.


  He lay awake a long time, expressing his supreme satisfaction in her by stroking her disordered hair under his hand, thinking back on what she had said and on the units that had resulted from momentary encounters such as this, and it was a chain of speculation that led him, rummaging haphazardly among his thoughts, to that curious remark of hers about creating children who would—how had she put it?—‘go out in the world and do all the things we could never hope to do in a single lifetime’. What had prompted that, he wondered? Was it the fact that one son and one daughter had already launched themselves, Alex halfway across the world to fight a few thousand savages, Stella into life-partnership with a man who might or might not know the art of training a vain, ignorant girl into a wife of Henrietta’s calibre? Well, as to Stella, he was content to reserve judgement. No marriage was a cakewalk until years had passed, and two people had learned the art of tolerance and the tricky business of adjusting to one another physically, an aspect of marriage of the first importance.


  As to how Alex was faring, he could make a few guesses, based on his own experiences as a soldier. He would have learned by now that there was more to soldiering than dressing up and looking fierce, that to make headway in that field one needed more luck than ability. He thought of all the young men he had seen riding out to war in the wake of the old Colonel and in the moment before sleep came to him a stab of anxiety steered him into a brief disquieting dream, in which he was whisked back to the plain beyond Jhansi and had been unhorsed within inches of a fortune in rubies, the luggage of a man he had killed. Then, because he was essentially a man of action, who rarely dreamed and never recalled dreams, he slipped the extra notch or two into deeper, more timeless sleep, with his hand still buried in his wife’s hair and her limbs moulded to his in a pattern of sleep they had formed over the years.


  2


  To Kill a Zulu


  THE rough track curved east across the lower shoulder of the plateau under a blue and cloudless sky as wide and empty as the Pacific. Over to the left, where the heat haze shimmered and lapped the sandstone base of the giant outcrop that broke the surface of the plain, the little white tents stood in trim rows, with here a red or a black dot moving to and from the waggon park, and there the lazy spiral of a cooking fire, where men of the South Wales Borderers and their native allies were preparing their midday meal.


  The scene, Alex Swann thought, glancing over his shoulder as he followed the trundling rocket-battery out of camp, was like a parody of war, the neatly ordered spread of soldiers and conical tents he had so often set out on the nursery floor at ‘Tryst’, a picture-book war that could easily end in the clamour of Phoebe Fraser’s lunch bell, and a meal of cold beef and green salad, after which he would wander away with George or Giles to the paddock to catch the ponies, forgetting the martial array on the floor upstairs.


  It was a time and a place for day-dreaming. A wide, dusty plain under an incredibly tall sky, where the mind made a compound of past, present and future so that it needed conscious effort to see oneself as a real soldier, with a real Martini-Henry in his saddle bucket, and a real six-chambered revolver slapping his thigh as the lean pony picked its way among the cracks and boulders of the makeshift track. Back at Helpmakaar, where the settlement had been thronged with soldiers, and native levies like his own, the Natal Native Contingent, the feeling had grown on him that everyone there, from Lord Chelmsford downwards, was engaged in a gigantic game, for although newcomers like himself had been assured by Boer farmers that a brush with the Zulus was unlikely to prove a picnic, it did not seem credible that a nation of savages, notwithstanding their warlike traditions, could stem a three-pronged invasion across the Tugela and Blood Rivers for more than a week or two. After that, he assumed, it would be a kind of hunting foray among the drifts and kopjes, ending in some sort of truce dictated from London, and before the English spring came round they would all be back in Natal, swapping tall stories of their experiences, and looking about for new adventures in another continent, service with his father’s old comrade, General Roberts, perhaps, currently grappling with Afghan tribesmen in the passes of the North West Frontier, or possibly further east, in Burma or Borneo. Thinking this he reviewed his luck at getting here before the advance began, and enlisting under a man of Colonel Durnford’s reputation, wondering whether he owed his good fortune to his own unrelenting pleading or to his father’s influence with South African merchant houses. Whichever it was he would have missed the boat if he hadn’t decided to go aboard with the minimum luggage, and most of that was now stored at Durban, so that his possessions, accoutrements aside, were limited to a razor that he only needed to use twice a week, a Bible his former governess, Phoebe Fraser, had pressed on him, and ten sovereigns, the gift of his practical mother, snug inside the lining of his tunic and excess weight out here where the nearest store was thirty miles back along the route.


  The sun was blisteringly hot and sweat built a crescent of beads under the blunt peak of his pith helmet, plastering shirt and tunic to his back, like a football jersey after an early autumn game on the pitch at Mellingham. He thought about Mellingham, his mind dancing away into the heat haze, of old Greenacre, who had been so eager to accompany him but had gone, instead, into his father’s scent factory, poor devil, and of old Jumbo Bellchamber, his study-mate, cramming for the Foreign Office exams. He was, he supposed, unique in possessing folks prepared to give him his head in these matters, to let him discover for himself what he wanted to make of his life. He was luckier still in having a mother predisposed in favour of the military life, even though he was not absolutely decided on it as yet and was still, in a sense, experimenting. There was no question of going into a scent factory, like poor old Greenacre, or mugging for an office life, like Bellchamber, but there were any number of choices open to him, anything, say, from a permanent commission in the cavalry, to trying his luck as a planter in one of the scores of new colonies where Victoria was God’s vicereine. The choice, at all events, was his and that was what mattered. Most chaps’ mothers, he imagined, would have made a frightful scene over his abrupt departure in October, within a month of his sister’s wedding to that flabby-looking hussar with the fancy name.


  The pony was making heavy going of the track, and so was the rocket battery team up ahead. He could hear the harsh clatter of its undercarriage, the slither of the mules’ hooves on sun-slippery stones, the apathetic shouts of the drivers. A dozen lengths behind him, jogging along two by two, rode the Basutos, as unlikely a set of soldiers as he had ever seen, notwithstanding their fancy get-up and martial frowns whenever they remembered to stop grinning. It was a pity, in a way, he had not arrived in time to sign on with a trained European unit, where troopers took a pride in their appearance, people who could have taught him something about native warfare, but he assumed that could be remedied as soon as Cetywayo had sued for peace. He could then assess the prospects of a real military career, using his experience out here as a door-opener.


  The sun was a ball of bedstead brass and he was almost asleep in the saddle when Lieutenant Copland came spurring back, reining in level with him and shouting something about the Colonel wanting the Basutos to ride up on the plateau and see if there was any sign of Zulus or Zulu cattle beyond the ridge. He shouted an order and extended his left arm, reflecting as he did so that this was the first order he had issued since he had arrived in Africa, the first he had ever issued to grown men. The thought brought a faint blush to his cheek and he kicked his pony ahead across the scrub in case the natives should notice his callowness. In less than ten minutes he was a hundred feet above the track, with a clear view of Isandlwana, the great sandstone outcrop, on his immediate left, and the skyline of the plateau right ahead. Six Basutos had followed him, in very leisurely fashion he noticed. No one would ever make soldiers out of such material and it occurred to him that Lord Chelmsford would have been well-advised to mount the invasion with European troops and use the local levies as drivers and carriers en route, leaving a majority back at the mission station at Rorke’s Drift. In another moment he had topped the rise and could enjoy a magnificent view of the entire plain, forty miles of it he would say, and all as empty as a moon crater, despite the crawling passage of Durnford’s pigmy column a mile ahead, and two thousand other pigmies back at the camp on the lower slopes of Isandlwana. Then, recalling his purpose up here, he waved to the Basutos to close up, at the same time unslinging his binoculars, the loan of that affable regular, Lieutenant Melville, whom he had met back at Rorke’s Drift two days ago. He lifted the glasses, sweeping the broad declivity north of the track.


  Something moved down there and he paused to wipe the sweat from his eyelids. A cow or a bullock, then two, then a dozen, browsing along the gentle slope about eight hundred yards to the north, where there was the long downslope of a shallow valley, a donga they would call it here, with waist-high scrub growing on it, and a boulder-strewn bed like the surface of the track he had just left.


  He was still watching the cattle when he heard the high-pitched scream from the nearest Basuto, level with him now but fifty yards or so nearer the camp. For a second or so he thought the man must be clowning but then two other troopers scrambled up beside him and at once all three were gibbering and gesticulating, jabbing their fingers down towards the herd, indicating a dark, motionless blur that spread itself across the scorched landscape from a point just north of the cattle and on beyond them, as far as the eye could reach. He wondered vaguely what it could be, his mind conjuring with a variety of improbable alternatives, a vast spread of tarpaulins, or acres of plum jam, or a wilderness of ripe blackberries, if blackberries grew on African plateaux. And then he saw that the patch was formed by a mass of densely-packed men, thousands and thousands of men, squatting on their haunches, or sprawled at ease in the spidery grass of the donga and other dongas further afield, relaxed but watchful, statuesque but somehow projecting a terrible menace.


  He could see them clearly now, a dense and utterly silent mass, and it was hardly necessary to fumble with Melville’s binoculars and identify them as a Zulu impi, or a dozen impis, with yet another vast column in motion over to the far left, moving at the double to encircle the lion-shaped hill where the tents were pitched and the blobs of scarlet still moved leisurely to and fro between tent-lines and waggon park.


  His immediate reaction was to lug his pony round and ride pell-mell down the slope towards the track and the security of the column but then, hard on the heels of this thought, was another that kept him sitting there, gazing down at what looked to be the entire Zulu nation. His immobility had to do with years of automatic responses to raucous-voiced seniors at Mellingham, cries that insisted he passed the ball, or added his weight to the scrum, or looked up into the sun to judge the flight of a spinning cricket ball arching its way towards the boundary. With a tremendous effort he braced himself, hearing his breath wheezing in his throat, and feeling his right hand falter as it reached out and grasped the scorching butt of his bucketed rifle. The Martini-Henry came out but at that moment the nearest Basuto galloped past, whirling his arms and still screaming, so that his pony swerved and almost unseated him and he cursed the man in a shrill voice and spurred after him, grabbing his bridle and pulling him to a halt.


  He could have spared himself the effort. The man, and the others behind him, were all but incoherent, eyes rolling wildly, blunt fingers stabbing in the direction of the donga, so that he sought to steady them by raising his rifle and firing down into the silent black mass, then wheeling and spurring his pony back along the ridge, with some idea of despatching one Basuto west to warn the camp and the others north-east to overtake Durnford and the rocket battery that he could just see lurching round a bend in the track.


  Someone, the N.C.O. probably, anticipated him. Before he reached the eddying group a horseman detached himself, shooting off towards the tent-lines like a whipper-in heading a pack of hounds from a false scent. Then, riding in a tight knot, the rest of the patrol went skittering down the slope uttering shrill cries that were lost in a low, reverberating hum that rose from the donga on the other side of the crest. It was a very curious, inhuman sound, a low, sustained buzz, like the sound that might emerge from a gathering of all the hornets in the world, and it was the hum rather than the certainty that he was in the presence of an army of trained spearmen that terrified him. It was as much as he could do not to follow the Basutos but some instinct, deeply-rooted in his personal past, or in the ancestral tug of a dozen martial Swanns, held him to the crest, rifle in his hand, binoculars thumping on his chest, and as the sustained groan of the Zulus rose in pitch he kicked the pony a few yards higher up the slope and forced himself to look down the further side.


  What he saw there now amazed him, amazement succeeding terror, for the scene in the donga had magically transformed itself in a little over a hundred seconds. All the men he had seen down there were now in motion, loping up the gentle slope towards him and moving in superbly dressed lines, plumes nodding, braced assegais flashing, oxhide shields thudding as they swung up and down in a kind of devil-dance on the forearms of the warriors. The thrum of their naked feet made a background music to their hideous humming and suddenly the whole plain was filled with the sound, so that men pottering about that camp two miles or more away must have been alerted.


  The nearest ranks were perhaps four hundred yards distant when he fired again, and then again. It was like peppering the wall of a castle with a reed pea-shooter, of the kind he had used to tease old Melroy’s cows grazing beside the river at ‘Tryst’. He did not know whether either of the bullets found a mark but the recoil of the weapon struck his shoulder like the blows of a club and he heard the shots, tiny, popping, irrelevant sounds in all that uproar. Then he swung away and went cantering down the southern slope at breakneck pace, aiming to strike the track some half a mile ahead of the point where he had left it. As he rode he saw that the strung-out column was already alive to its terrible situation. Groups of men, in advance and in rear of the rocket battery, were falling back at an oblique angle making for a rocky ridge that ran out from Isandlwana at an angle of about forty-five degrees and would afford some kind of rallying-point for a fighting withdrawal to the camp.


  Copland met him on the track, Copland, the superior, bewhiskered lieutenant, who had patronised him all the way from Helpmakaar. But there was nothing patronising about the young colonist now. His mouth was open like the jaws of the village idiot at Twyforde Green, and his pale blue eyes, already prominent, seemed to project from the sockets like the eyes of a grasshopper. Bringing his horse up on its haunches, he shouted, “How many? How far off?” and Alex, without pausing in his dash for the ridge, shouted, “The whole Zulu army . . . thousands . . . right on your heels!”


  He did not wait to see what Copland made of that but galloped on, heedless of boulders, to the highest sector of the ridge that lay within a mile or so of the camp and was, he remembered, occupied by a few mounted Kaffirs under a sergeant of G Company, 2/24th Regiment. Durnford’s column must have moved and regrouped at fantastic speed, for already a mob of men had gathered there, more than half of them Europeans, with the rocket battery in their midst. He rode in with Copland hard on his heels and as he threw himself from the saddle, and dragged the pony behind a boulder as high as the pommel, he saw Colonel Durnford, pith helmet pushed back on his high, balding forehead and his soft, Dundreary whiskers giving him the aspect of a Sunday School superintendent rather than a man of action. He was saying, quietly, “Steady, there . . . steady boys . . . hold them off . . . independent firing . . . pick your man . . .” and then moved on, passing slowly along the line of rocks behind which men were already kneeling, or lying prone and firing into the south-facing slope of the plateau.


  Alex saw then that the impi had advanced with the speed of cavalry and that the slopes were black with running, crouching men, half-hidden behind a rippling line of oxhide, and also that the effects of the scattering fire were already showing in the occasional stumble and a general slowing-down of the onrush. Here and there the ordered ranks were dissolving into knots of men, seeking the sparse cover of the scrub across which he had just galloped, but there was no sign of a check further back towards the crest-line, and seemingly no end to the swarm of men scrambling over and converging on them from the plain. From here they looked like millions of ants, hedged about by a halo of winking lights centring on the broad blades of their assegais, a great wall of ants a mile deep, flowing down on to the plain in a tide that nobody could hope to stem for more than the time it took to mount a concerted rush of the kind he had witnessed when he fired his first shots. The natives among the rocks already understood this and were bolting in batches but the Europeans and some of the N.N.C. hung on, trying, between scattered volleys, to form some kind of continuous line among the rocks and stumbling about between a swirl of riderless horses with trailing reins and lathered bits, everyone getting in one another’s way and cursing as they groped in their pouches for ammunition. And all the time Durnford walked erect, chiding and encouraging, the Sunday School teacher soothing an unruly class.


  They were moving back now, two hundred yards, three hundred yards, firing as they dodged from boulder to boulder and made for the open ground at the extreme eastern edge of the camp. Somewhere out ahead, now deep in the heart of the impi it seemed, a single rocket soared before the battery was engulfed and then, clubbed into a single, struggling mass, black and white, horse and man, the shattered column spilled into the perimeter of the camp, its onrush carrying the double rank of G Company a hundred yards nearer the base of the rock, where men were already forming in lines about the waggon park, and the bark of commands cut through the din and confusion that stunned the senses and made concerted action even more difficult than it had been out on the ridge. For here everyone was impeded by tents and the tripwires of pegs and guyropes, and nobody seemed to know at which point to rally or, for that matter, which way to face. A long eddy of scarlet in the west indicated that the impi Alex had seen on the move had already encircled the mountain and was boiling through the saddle of Isandlwana.
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  So many times in his childhood and boyhood he had seen himself engaged in a battle, sometimes as a front-ranker, engaging the enemy with a sword, pike and battleaxe, more often as an aloof, unruffled general, directing stolid troops from the eminence of a dappled grey as tall as his father’s. But the factors here had nothing in common with anything within his experience in the nursery or the world of books, of the kind Mr. Henty wrote. Battles were set-pieces, with infantry in the centre, cavalry on the wings and artillery, where it was present, posted between, or playing on the enemy from a safe distance. Here, ringed by thousands of humming savages, there was no order and no plan, strategic or tactical only a vast heaving scrimmage in an ever shrinking perimeter under the towering peak of Isandlwana.


  Up to the moment of the wreck of Durnford’s column, breaking through the lines of G Company and carrying them back in their rush, the camp itself, with its neatly-pitched tents, its bivouac fires and horse-lines, had represented sanctuary but this was now seen to be a mirage. No kind of safety was available here. Everybody and everything was at odds, as though the onslaught of the impis had been a violent thunderstorm breaking over the heads of a crowd at a garden fête, and to Alexander Swann, milling about aimlessly in the midst of it, the frantic scene resolved itself into a series of unrelated cameos, like pictures flashed on the magic lantern screen his brother Giles had been given by the old Colonel on his seventh birthday. He saw G Company reform and begin steady volley-firing. He saw a huge black trying repeatedly to mount an unsaddled horse. A drummer boy ran past, carrying a cap full of cartridges and it was the child’s stumbling passage that reminded him he had fired the last of his bandolier cartridges back on the ridge and was now humping a useless rifle. He knew where the reserve ammunition was housed in the regimental waggons across the compound and began to run there instinctively. On the way he passed Lieutenant Melville, the young regular who had lent him the binoculars forty-eight hours before, but this was no time to return them. Melville, mounted on a big horse, was encumbered with the regimental colours, a heavy pole and yards of emblazoned cloth, an impossibly clumsy burden for a mounted man, however good his horsemanship. Then Melville was obscured by a mob of hysterical Kaffirs, plunging away to the south-western angle of the perimeter, where the track to Rorke’s Drift crossed the saddle, and he thought, fleetingly, “If they’re bolting they’ll run themselves right against a forest of assegais . . .” for he remembered the encircling impi that had moved round the mountain, obviously with the idea of sealing the road back to Natal. Then the bark of artillery from higher up the slope told him guns were in action and he would have rallied on them, as the one reassuring sound in the midst of all this welter and babble, but between him and the isolated puffs of smoke were the tent-lines, milling with natives, all trying to catch riderless horses. He turned away and went at a stumbling run towards the two regimental waggons, to find each of them beset by boys, cooks and bandsmen, all clamouring for ammunition stowed in heavy wooden boxes bound with copper bands and fastened, it appeared, by any number of deepset screws. Two bearded men were at work on one box, trying to draw the screws with a single screwdriver, but even here, four hundred yards from the firing-line, they were getting in one another’s way and the screws remained motionless as they clawed and scrabbled at the half-buried heads.


  Around him men began to curse and prance, like amateur firewalkers walking a trench of live coals, and all the time the sense of unreality enlarged itself so that he wondered if what he was witnessing was a purely personal experience, brought on by a touch of the sun, and the illusion continued until, miraculously the lid was torn from the ammunition box and the men and boys fell upon it like starving beggars at a soup kitchen.


  As a latecomer in the queue he had no hope of getting his share so he abandoned his rifle and pulled out his revolver, turning to run back across the perimeter with some half-formed notion of rejoining what was left of Durnford’s column. But in the time it had taken him to cross the camp and watch the quartermasters wrestle with the row of screws, the scene inside the tent-lines and waggon park had changed utterly. There was no longer any semblance of a defensive formation and what had been ranks of redcoated Borderers were now knots of struggling men, exchanging bayonet thrusts with five times as many Zulus, each armed with his stabbing assegai. He understood then, with a terrible certainty, that the battle was lost, that all of them would die here in a cloud of red dust raised by a hundred independent scuffles reaching all the way across the camp to the impassive, sphinx-like peak silhouetted against the cloudless sky.


  The very certainty of this steadied him a little and he plunged towards an isolated waggon, against which a few N.C.O.s and privates of the 2/24th were braced, holding off a mob of blacks with their bayonets. He was no more than ten yards distant when all but one of the Europeans went down, the survivor, an extremely tall sergeant, saving himself by leaping on to the flat surface of the vehicle and standing there very coolly eyeing a ring of savages. Then, taking his time, the man began to shoot at point-blank range, and at every shot a Zulu pitched on his face or leaped spinning into the air to fall flat on his back, until the press around the wagon was eased and only the dead, black predominating, lay there in grotesque attitudes.


  It was curious what a single man could achieve, Alex thought, as though he was no more than a privileged spectator to the scene, and he would have remained watching until an assegai entered his own back had not another riderless horse, saddled and bridled, and still carrying a rolled cape and empty carbine bucket, trotted slowly across his line of vision, momentarily blotting out the sergeant standing on the waggon and the sprawl of dead about its undercarriage and broad-spoked wheels.


  He was never able to remember catching the horse, mounting it and joining the thin stream of fugitives making for the steep, stony track that led down to a ravine south of the made-up road they had used two days before when they bivouacked here after marching out from Rorke’s Drift. He must have done these things instinctively, vaulting into the saddle in the fashion of old Yorker, the groom at ‘Tryst’, whose boast was that he could mount a sixteen-hands horse from a standstill although in his late fifties. The stream of horse and foot carried him along at a plunging, loping pace, and as he rode another set of pictures stamped itself, magic-lantern-like, upon his memory and were to remain there, chronologically arranged, for the rest of his life. He saw a bay horse immediately ahead carrying two Colonials, and on either side of the horse ran six-foot Zulus, thrusting up at the riders with broad-bladed assegais, so that first the pillion-rider fell and then the rider himself, the latter slipping sideways and somersaulting with two spearpoints protruding from his chest. The horse pounded on and when Alex was aware of it again it was carrying a trooper of the N.N.C., bent low over the mare, his heels flailing the animal’s flanks.


  Down at the approach to the ravine men were dismounting, shouting that it was impossible to cross on horseback, but one Colonial tried to jump from lip to lip, falling far short and crashing down the furthermost slope. A man with a face the colour of cheese clutched at Alex’s bridle, shouting a question in Afrikaans, but then he too fell away, transfixed by a flung assegai thrown from the camp side of the steep depression, and a moment later Alex was down there himself and leading the horse up the far side where he saw an artilleryman sitting on a rock bandaging a great gash in his forearm that was spouting blood in a thin jet. At the crest the rout began to sort itself out, for of the mob that descended into the donga not one in ten emerged on to the winding track beyond, but a few Zulus were still keeping pace with the stampede, scrambling among the rocks in frantic efforts to get ahead of the stream of fugitives and cut them off before they could converge on the nearest river crossing. There were, he supposed, no more than thirty or forty survivors, all thundering along at a breakneck pace and sometimes loosing off revolver shots at Zulus who drew level with them. The magnitude of the disaster pressed on his temples like the copper bands that had enclosed those ammunition-boxes, preventing logical thought and relating everything he did to the struggles of an animal in a trap.


  He could still see Melville up ahead, distinguished by his clumsy seat on the bay dictated by the double armful of colours he was carrying. He had shed the pole apparently and even as he rode it struck Alex as astounding that a man should encumber himself with such an impossible burden at such a moment. Another officer about Melville’s age was with him, turning in his saddle every few seconds and keeping the tireless Zulus at bay with his revolver. Between them ran two men of the N.N.C. both unarmed, and then a string of horsemen, one carrying a bayoneted rifle like a lance.


  In this way, pell-mell, and without the least semblance of order, they came to the bluff that overlooked the Buffalo River, now in spate and rushing down the gorge at a tremendous pace, the volume of water breaking on a thousand half-submerged rocks, and the low hills on the further bank lying empty and grape-blue in half shadow. For the first time since he had turned away from the regimental waggons Alex identified himself as a unit in all this chaos and with identification came hope that he might, with any amount of luck, cross over into Natal and survive this appalling catastrophe. He saw at a glance that it would be suicidal to attempt to ride down to river level so he threw himself out of the saddle, abandoned the horse and ran down the rocky path with men on either side of him, each jostling for elbow room, pitching, stumbling and cursing one another, and the Zulus who ran among them, lunging at any uniformed man within stabbing range. In the shallows he saw a Kaffir killed with a thrust through the throat but the man’s death meant nothing to him and he splashed past the Zulu in the act of withdrawing his assegai, as though they had all been rabbiters killing for sport on the banks of the river that ran within a few hundred yards of ‘Tryst’.


  The water was ice-cold and the current murderously swift. Here and there the heads of men and horses bobbed and swirled as the flow caught them and tumbled them downstream. Melville had disappeared, drowned no doubt, or killed on the bank, but the officer who had been with him was breasting the current and still erect in the saddle, so that Alex, whirled within reach of the tail, grasped it, and was trailed slantwise across the channel between two projecting rocks, each big enough to rank as an islet. On the furthermost of them he saw Melville again, lying face downwards half out of the water, his legs enveloped in the sodden folds of the colours. Then, losing his grip on the tail, his knee brushed a submerged rock and his feet found shingle, so that he was able to stagger up the far bank in the wake of the horse and discover, to his amazement, that he was still in possession of his revolver that swung by a lanyard from his neck. He stood there a moment dazed, unaware at first that the man who had crossed on the horse was now spurring it back into the water and striking out for the rock where Melville still lay inert, his feet shrouded in the flag he had carried all the way from the camp. The man’s action struck him as so nonsensical that he cried out, urging him to return before the Zulus got across, but his warning was lost in the continuous roar of the torrent and he remained standing there, watching the current catch the trailing end of the colours, lift it from the rock and carry it away downstream.


  A few men, almost all of them native auxiliaries, scrambled up the bank higher up the river and as Alex watched shots came from the bank they had just left and he saw a party of Zulus standing at the head of the path down which he had run and firing the width of the stream. He turned to run but at that moment Melville or his comrade called to him from the shallows and he saw that the officer who had re-entered the water had succeeded in dragging his friend clear and regaining the bank. The horse, mortally wounded by shots from across the river, threshed its way ashore and died in an eddy, almost at his feet. He waded in up to his waist and grasped the elbow of the half-conscious Melville, the first action he had performed since he rode down from the plateau that was not directly concerned with his own preservation. Then all three of them, clinging together like home-drifting drunkards, made some kind of attempt to climb the rocky slope directly ahead, pushing up into a trackless area of scrub and boulder that would afford some kind of protection against the scattering fusillade across the river.


  They had climbed no more than a couple of hundred yards when Melville fell forward on his knees and his companion said, “Can’t . . . not without a breather . . . they’ll come across . . . mean to get every man . . . warn Natal . . . my damned leg . . .” and Alex saw that the man’s breeches were bloodied and that his foot was turned outward at an awkward angle. The subaltern turned away, now addressing himself to Melville, “Did what we could . . . rest here and hold ’em off a spell . . .” and Melville, retching, nodded but seemed unable to do more.


  Alex said, carefully, “A few got across, one or two mounted. They’ll make for Helpmakaar and raise the alarm. We could go along the bank to Rorke’s Drift . . .” but the man said, “Not me . . . couldn’t walk another step, or Melville either. We’ll stay here and watch out for a stray horse. We’ve got revolvers.” And then, in the authoritative tone all the regulars used towards auxiliaries like himself, “Make your own way upstream. Tell Chard at the mission house to evacuate the sick, loophole the place, and hold on as long as he can. That’s an order. You’ve got ammunition for that revolver?”


  “Six in the chamber and a handful of spares.”


  “Give me the spares. Go inland beyond the ridge, then strike west and follow the river. Don’t stop.”


  Alex groped in his tunic pocket, his fingers searching out the elusive cylindrical bullets embedded there. He found nine and passed them to Melville, now sitting up and making some attempt to dry the mechanism of his revolver. Alex said, falteringly, “I lost your binoculars . . .“and Melville said, with a grin, “We don’t need binoculars,” and pointed towards the river, clear of fugitives now but dotted with Zulus gathering in a group on the bank about the carcase of a horse. “Name’s Cogshill,” the other man said, briefly. “My respects to Chard at the mission house. Get going, for God’s sake, get going . . .” and Alex turned away, setting his face to the lower slopes of the hill. Before he reached the crest he heard a volley of shots and looked over his shoulder. Melville, and his friend Cogshill, were seated back to back in a small, open patch of ground. Between them and the bank were a swarm of Zulus.
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  It was only when he was well clear of the river, and relatively secure from pursuit he would judge, that he could make some attempt, however imperfect, to come to terms with the chaotic events of the last three hours. In that brief interval an army of upwards of two thousand men had been eliminated. Wiped from the face of the earth. Slaughtered piecemeal by a race of men he had thought of, up to that time, as sub-human, equating approximately with aboriginals. It was the shock of their vast superiority, in field tactics, in mobility, in physique, stamina and courage, that made the greatest impact on his mind, far greater, at that time, than his own miraculous escape. The heat had gone from the sun and the sky began to cloud over after he had put a mile or more between himself and the clearing, where Melville and Cogshill awaited death with a sang-froid that he did not find so awesome as the matchless hardihood of the humming savages, charging into a crossfire of Martini-Henry bullets and field-gun shells, overturning everything in their path and running on, heedless of loot, to account for fugitives who had stampeded across the col south of the camp. Even a river in spate had not checked their onrush. They were back there now, spearing men like Melville and Cogshill, and after that, he supposed, they would sweep on to overwhelm the whole of Natal, utterly defenceless since the departure of Lord Chelmsford’s widely-separated columns. It was an astounding performance on the part of savages and a humiliation on the part of trained and disciplined Europeans that could never be expunged, and he wondered briefly what Cetywayo’s triumph might mean in wider terms and whether, from this day on, the Cape itself was safe from the converging horns of those charging impis. Helpmakaar, a few miles inside Natal, was surely doomed, and so was the hospital and storehouse at Rorke’s Drift, towards which he was supposed to be heading. Perhaps, warned of the Zulu’s approach, Durban might be put in some kind of defence, but the mission station on the river, garrisoned by a single company of 2/24th, would be overwhelmed and squashed like a matchbox, so that there was surely no profit in risking one’s life a second time to bring word to that fellow Cogshill had mentioned . . . what was his name? ‘Chown’, ‘Chartwell’, ‘Chart’?


  The reflection checked him in his stumbling passage along the hillside and he sat down on a spur of rock, realising how utterly spent he was, and how many hours had elapsed since he had eaten or drunk. His mouth, dry with terror and exertion, was like a sandpit and his limbs, now that he ceased to employ them, began to shake like those of a terrified child. Fleetingly, but with a kind of self-punishing relish, he reviewed his debut as a soldier and found, in the survey, a degree of shame that brought tears to his eyes. From the moment he bolted down from the plateau beyond the sandstone peak he had not shown a single spark of courage or enterprise, save the bare minimum required to save his hide. He had emptied his rifle haphazardly in the general direction of the enemy, had helped the terrified Basutos to break the lines of G Company on the edge of the perimeter, had fiddled about during the brief battle and finally, at the first chance, grabbed somebody else’s horse and fled for his life. It was no consolation to remind himself, as he did at once, that almost everybody else had behaved in precisely the same way once the Zulus were inside the camp, or that things had happened with such stunning speed and fatality that there had been no time to shape an alternative course. Examples of courage and self-sacrifice had not been entirely wanting on the lost field. There had been that chap Melville, encumbering himself with his regimental colours all the way to the river and beyond; there had been Cogshill, who had made good his landing but sacrificed his horse and chance of escape by riding back into the river to drag Melville from the flood. But above all there was the memory of the tall sergeant who had scrambled up on the waggon and remained there, ringed by savages, shooting down at his assailants as though he had been at target practice on an English range. His mind had recorded these things at the time but they had done nothing at all to check his headlong flight. It occurred to him then that he might be the sole survivor of the rout. Perhaps, like General Johnny Cope, he would be the first man to carry the news of his own cowardice to Helpmakaar, so that the name of Swann would become as infamous in Africa as it was famous among the merchants of English shires. For a moment the naked prospect of this did battle with the residue of terror that had outlasted his dash for the river and self-respect won. He stood up, half resolved to retrace his steps and add his six revolver bullets to the tiny arsenal of Melville and Cogshill. Then he remembered the latter’s laconic instructions—“My respects to Chard at the mission house. Get going, man . . . that’s an order . . .’ and a flicker of purpose stirred in him, so that he got up and ploughed on, picking his way among the outcrops and listening to the whistle of his own breath and the dolorous squelch of water in his boots.


  He had been walking about an hour when he first saw them, a long, long line of blacks, moving along the bank at a steady, mile-consuming trot and strung out, it seemed, for a mile or more as they headed upstream at roughly twice the speed he could expect to move over this kind of ground.


  At first, catching his breath, he thought it was the entire Zulu army but then, ducking swiftly between two upright stones, he estimated the force at about three thousand, an impi perhaps, and without the least doubt making for Rorke’s Drift.


  The sight, far from appalling him, did something to restore confidence in himself for up here, three to four hundred feet above the level of the river, he had the edge on them, inasmuch as he could see without being seen, so long as he kept his head down. It occurred to him then that no other survivor, given that there were other survivors, would be as well placed to observe and report upon the arrival of at least one impi on Natal soil and understanding this he made a long, careful scrutiny of the moving column, noting that less than one man in twenty carried a firearm and that most of them seemed older and scrawnier than the leaping young bucks that had overwhelmed the camp at Isandlwana.


  Their heads, he noticed, were ringed. He remembered something a Boer had told him about this ring signifying maturity and old blood on spears carried by men who had gained their battle experience ten or twenty years ago in wars with the Matabele and other tribes. He watched the tail of the long procession disappear round a wide bend in the river and its head reappear a minute later some way inland, as though another encircling movement, of the kind he had observed when he saw the first impi in motion, was already in progress, with Rork’s Drift as the target of the centre or ‘chest’ of the formation.


  He knew his duty then and was resolved to do it, even at the risk of his worthless life. It would be to keep the column under observation, to overlook its attack from the high ground further south, then strike out the moment dusk fell for Helpmakaar. Only by doing this could he hope to outbid General Cope and at least bring information of some importance to Helpmakaar. But before he set off, moving at an angle of forty-five degrees to the river, he spared a moment to clean his revolver, ejecting the cartridges and drying each chamber and the hammer with shreds of cloth torn from the lapel of his tunic, now as dry as tinder where it did not touch his skin.


  The first shots came about an hour later, when he had covered, perhaps, four miles on his new route, and they seemed to come from the north-east so that he changed direction again, moving swiftly but carefully in case the Zulus had thrown out flank guards. It wanted no more than an hour to sunset then and the sky in the east was already appreciably darker than overhead. The going was a little easier here, drystone terraces, almost free of scrub, rising to a summit that he judged was the height overlooking the mission station on the Natal side of the Buffalo. He even recalled the name on the map—‘Oscarberg’; the Oscarberg Heights, or the Oscarberg Terrace, and it was ideally situated for his plan. From its elevation he could look right down on the mission house and any Zulus occupying its lower slopes would necessarily have their backs to him. Then the sound of firing began again, increasing in intensity until it became almost continuous, and he abandoned his cautious approach and broke into a run, scrambling from ridge to ridge until he gained the summit and flopped, gasping, in a patch of scrub that sprouted from a spider of small crevices that formed a shallow cave. Inching forward on his belly he moved towards the rim of the little crater and what he saw, peering down, astonished him as much as or more than his initial glimpse of the squatting army in the dongas behind the plateau.


  Rorke’s Drift was already beleaguered but it seemed to be giving a far better account of itself than the camp at Isandlwana, for the nearest Zulus were pinned down on three sides of the string of buildings and the men down there seemed to have anticipated attack for they had converted what he remembered as a huddle of shacks and half-built kraals into a tiny, improvised fortress, buttressed with a rampart of biscuit boxes and mealie bags and strengthened, in the section facing him, by two laagered waggons. The regularly spaced flashes from the mission itself, and from the storehouse further east, told him that both buildings had been loopholed and whoever had improvised the fortification had clearly made provision for a last stand, for the compound was sub-divided by another wall of biscuit boxes, and a tiny citadel of mealie bags had been erected inside the eastern section behind the storehouse, adjoining the smaller of the two kraals. He knew that the mission was being used as a sick bay and that two days ago there had been no more than a dozen or so men detained there, but he had no means of knowing the strength of the garrison, except by trying to count the flashes, or estimating the number of men moving about inside the compound. There could hardly be more than a couple of hundred, he would say, and that made the odds around fifteen to one, too heavy he would have thought, despite the obvious advantage to men firing from behind shoulder-high ramparts.


  Almost at once he had an opportunity of gauging the garrison’s chances of survival for within minutes of his arrival at the summit of the terrace the Zulus advanced in waves against the mission house and once again he heard that unearthly humming sound, that seemed to do duty for a battle cry so that the crackle of musketry seemed insignificant. Yet a surprising number of Zulus fell, the nearest less than fifty yards from the breastworks, and soon the survivors retired, falling back among the scrub and the station ovens that offered cover within close range of the buildings.


  He was watching them gather there, massing for a renewed attack, when he became aware of a slight movement immediately below him, on a lower spur of the terrace, and looking down he saw a small group of Zulus armed with flintlocks preparing to snipe at the garrison from the elevation overlooking the buildings. Their presence alarmed him. From up here, notwithstanding the antiquity of the weapons they brandished, redcoats inside the compound were easy targets and some of them, manning the far wall, had their backs to the riflemen. He could not watch them for more than a moment, however, for soon, as the humming rose in pitch, his attention was riveted to the new assault, hundreds of leaping figures running directly on to the rifles of the garrison, and sometimes coming to grips with the defenders over the rampart of bags and boxes.


  He could judge now the terrible inequality of the struggle. The redcoats, no more than a few dozen of them, were evenly spaced along the walls, whereas the Zulus seemed without number, and were reckless of life in their attempts to clamber over the obstructions and spill into the compound. Prodigies of valour were performed down there, the attackers reaching over the barriers and grasping at the jabbing bayonets with their bare hands. He saw Zulus using the dead as footholds and one warrior, erect on the barricade, grab a bayonet and wrench it from its socket before he was shot down at point-blank range.


  The struggle seemed to go on a long time, half-obscured in trailers of smoke, the din rising as a continuous clamour, but then, once again, the Zulus fell back, and he saw a few wounded inside the compound being carried away to the mealie bag citadel adjoining the smaller kraal. He thought, wretchedly, “Next time they’ll do it . . . I’ll sit here and see every white man down there slaughtered . . . If the Zulus had the least sense they’d wait until dusk . . .”


  He was wrong, however. Seemingly they did not possess that much patience, or were maddened by their losses, for soon a new attack developed, this time against the barricaded doors and windows of the hospital where the dead already lay one upon the other. The leading Zulus, now using their dead as shields, penetrated to the porch where they were mown down in dozens by the concentrated fire of the defenders, and the sun was a red crescent on the ridge behind before the attack eased off and he saw that someone inside the compound was organising a withdrawal from that section of the defences and attempting to concentrate the garrison into the smaller area behind the storehouse.


  Then, with a soft puff, the hospital roof took fire from a flung torch and a line of violet and scarlet flame began to lick its way along the length of the reed thatch, the smoke rising in a great grey spiral, the glow of the flames casting a lurid light on the embattled rectangle, playing on the buttons, badges and rifle barrels of the defenders and over behind the oven ditch, where the Zulus were rallying opposite the laagered waggons, on the blades of their assegais and the metal ornaments they wore.


  The scene was so absorbing that he completely forgot his own involvement in it, only remembering it when he heard a scatter of shots from immediately below and isolating them in his mind from the sharp, decisive crack of the Martini-Henrys the defenders were using. The snipers he had seen there were at work, using the lull to pick off figures moving about in the compound, or standing to at the breastworks. Three Borderers fell as he watched and were carried away by their comrades but most of the shots went high, passing over the enclosure walls to raise little spurts of dust in the trampled ground beyond.


  He had to make a decision then, whether to risk all in an attempt to extricate himself, crawl out of range and start out for Helpmakaar with the news that the Zulus were this side of the river in force, or stay hidden above the mission house and witness the final overrunning of the defences and the massacre of every man in the garrison. For he could not see how the defenders could hope to hold on through the night and reasoned that if he left now he might manage to find his way down on to the plain in the last glimmer of daylight, making a wide sweep to avoid running into stray Zulus at the foot of the terraces.


  He had almost decided to take this course when a fresh spatter of shots rang out from the rocks and one seemed to come from very close at hand. He pulled himself forward an inch or so and was just able to see the barrel of an antique sporting gun, of the kind Boer hunters must have used a generation ago, and his familiarity with firearms told him that up here, firing heavy slugs from a greatly depressed angle, the marksman had a fair chance of hitting someone and ought to be silenced if that was at all possible, notwithstanding the terrible risk of betraying his own position.


  He drew back and began to work his way round the larger of the rock buttresses that screened him, moving with extreme caution and taking the greatest care not to dislodge small fragments of rock that would alert the sniper immediately below. Presently he could see him clearly, a warrior in his late forties or early fifties, with a red ostrich plume fixed to his headband and, cradled in his shoulder, a wide-barrelled sporting gun of the type hunters still used in the coastal belt above Durban. At that moment, yet another attack developed below, the tireless Zulus swarming out of cover and moving, in obedience to what looked like a concerted plan, on the hospital from which the sick and wounded were still being evacuated in the light of the flames. The renewed uproar gave him the cover he needed and he raised his revolver, steadying it against a small spur of rock and firing from a range of about twelve yards.


  The bullet must have struck the sniper in the temple, killing him instantly. He uttered no sound and made no movement beyond a single convulsive jerk. His museum-piece clattered down, alerting another man posted below, but the fellow, after a casual upward glance, turned back to watch the fight, so that Alex made up his mind to try and account for him while the attack lasted. He rose half upright in the rapidly fading light and worked his way round the vertical stone and between two rounded boulders, deliberately sealing his mind against the hellish uproar coming from the direction of the hospital, where the Zulus had at last made a lodgement and were scrambling through the shattered door and windows.


  It was fortunate that the sniper’s attention was riveted on the battle. Had it not been he must have heard movement among the loose shale on his immediate right. As it was he rose excitedly to his knees when a shower of soaring sparks rose as a result of the storming party’s rampage through the hospital and Alex was able to shoot him at leisure, the impact of the bullet pitching him forward and over the flat stone he was using as an elbow rest. He went down, head over heels, for twenty yards or more before his body became lodged in a crevice, and as he fell two other snipers rose out from the line of rocks below and began to scramble down to the barricade, evidently satisfied that the post was now enveloped and on the point of falling.


  He loosed off two random shots at them but almost certainly missed, for by now his attention was deflected by the garrison’s unhurried withdrawal behind the reserve defences bisecting the compound, and by the maddened rush of the Zulus from the western door of the burning building into the open ground beyond. Here they were cut down in swathes and only a few reached the line of biscuit boxes before the attack faltered and shredded away. In less than five minutes from the tumble of the second sniper the space between the small kraal and the blazing hospital was empty of living Zulus, apart from the odd one or two who were trying to drag themselves out of range.


  It was astounding, he thought, that the post had not been overrun. Whoever was directing its defence down there must have possessed iron nerve and a great deal of imagination, for the garrison was now firing from behind stone walls and for the first time since he had looked down on the scene Alex had hopes that the place would hold out until Chelmsford’s main column could return via Isandlwana to its relief. He took refuge, meantime, on the little shelf or rock where the dead sniper lay, reflecting that here was the first man he had knowingly killed, but feeling no pride in the achievement. The fellow was grey-polled, wrinkled and scrawny, a great contrast to the young giants who had run beside the fugitives all the way to the Buffalo River, and as he crouched there, looking at the small, round hole made by his bullet, he remembered a friendly Boer’s parting quip as they shook hands, preparatory to his departure from Helpmakaar with his squadron of the N.N.C. He had said, in his guttural English, “So, my young friend, you’re off to kill a Zulu. How old are you? Eighteen? I killed my first when I was thirteen and out with Retief.”


  To kill a Zulu. This, then, was war, not as he had imagined it, turning the leaves of the illustrated magazines his father introduced into the house, not even as it was portrayed by men like Henty, who had actually served in wars and should have known better, but real war, where it was a straight choice of kill or be killed, and in response to a curious impulse he turned the man on his back, closed his eyes and loosely folded his arms.


  Down below all was relatively quiet. The hospital roof still glowed red and clouds of heavy smoke, caught in the night breeze, rolled towards the river where it could not obscure the garrison’s aim: He had a feeling of near certainty now that he had witnessed the final attack and that all the Europeans who had survived down there would live to boast about their part in an epic. For it was an epic, of a kind that far surpassed anything he had ever read about battles; a few score men, responding to discipline and years of routine training, holding off a mob of gallant savages throughout hours of unremitting pressure, fighting calmly and steadily in the light of a burning building and inflicting losses, he would guess, at a ratio of about ten to one in the process. He thought about that for a moment, relating it to his own childish resolve to follow the career of a soldier and found that it fused, despite the pity he felt for the ageing Zulu beside him. To become equipped for a performance of that nature; to stand there without losing one’s head or taking to one’s heels, and fight it out against odds. He thought again of Melville and Cogshill, sitting back to back without hope but without fear either, and then of the tall sergeant at Isandlwana, aiming and firing from the eminence of the waggon. Training, inducing that kind of pride and that kind of coolness, was everything and you never heard much about it. The emphasis was always on flags and drums and horses.


  A terrible drowsiness stole upon him and he crawled deep into the recess behind the ledge, spreading his legs, propping his back against the cool surface of the rock and pointing his revolver at the oval aperture lit by a rosy glow. And suddenly, without knowing it, he was asleep.


  3


  Change of Landscape


  THE paddock oak came cracking down a few minutes before five, the rending, whickering snack of heavy timber rocketing her from sleep, much shallower than the sleep she took for granted when he was beside her and her fears and frustrations were subject to his jocular analysis.


  Whenever he was absent for more than a few days, however, submerged worries, no more than vaguely bothersome by day, would rise to the surface of her mind when she was lying in what seemed to her—in his absence—about an acre of bed.


  Then, as now, sleep would either evade her altogether or she would drift into a series of muddled dreams, rising at odds with herself so that the business of the day would tend to clog, reminding her of her wifely inadequacies in the very earliest days of their marriage when she had no clear idea at all how to run a place like ‘Tryst’ or hold her own with a pack of quarrelsome servants.


  Her current disquiet was uncharacteristic of the mature Henrietta Swann. In the last few years she had adjusted to the uneven rhythm of her life and even when hedged about with a variety of problems had been able to enjoy long periods of tranquillity in the midst of a domestic turmoil that less experienced women would have mistaken for anarchy.


  Sometimes she let him persuade her to allow house and family to take care of themselves and accompany him on one of his periodical migrations that took her as far north as Edinburgh and as far west as Plymouth, and when this happened she saw herself as the wife of a prosperous sea-captain, with business in every corner of the world, so that her ‘shore’ problems seemed trivial and remote. She had not accompanied him on his latest odyssey, however, and the weeks following the Colonel’s death were unlike any she could recall, if one excepted that awful interval following the Staplehurst rail crash, before absorption in his business had proved such a splendid antidote for fear and loneliness.


  Her mood was linked, she supposed, to the old Colonel’s elimination from the family circle, to the sour knowledge, whenever she wandered into his former quarters, that everything was in its place but he, the quiet, watchful, ever-tolerant presence, for so long attuned to her doubts and misgivings whenever she was thrown on her own resources. She told herself, repeatedly, that it was high time she adjusted to his death and to the absence of Stella and Alexander, reminding herself that, with George and Giles away at school, she still had more than enough to supervise, with the three younger children, a fifteen-month-old baby, a house of nearly fifty rooms and a staff of eight, three of them less than half-trained.


  Reassurances, although well enough in daylight, brought no more than marginal peace of mind by night, especially as she was passing through one of her sleepless spells that was due, she decided, to the abominable weather they had been having since the snowfalls of late January and early February.


  The head gardener told her it was seasonable and perhaps it was, sleet showers that lashed the mullioned windows, and a string of south-westerlies that stormed into the hollow like a stampede of wild horses and set everything billowing and rattling until they threatened to strip pantiles from beams where they had rested for three centuries and send the sugar-loaf chimneys tumbling over the eaves and down into the forecourt.


  At the height of such a commotion it was like living on a ship, for up here the entire structure creaked and groaned and stirred and whispered, as though it shared her lifelong detestation for wind and would have welcomed a thunderstorm that neither she nor ‘Tryst’ minded in the least.


  The wind had been particularly tiresome tonight, one of the last nights of winter she supposed, for she always assumed spring was on the doorstep when the hateful month of February was out. Outside, where the double avenue of copper beeches divided the paddocks and ran down to Twyforde Lane, the gale was baulked by rising ground so that having arrived there in such a prodigious hurry it recoiled, not knowing how to circumvent the obstacle, roaring all the way round the house and finally doubling back on the triangular cleft in which ‘Tryst’ stood under the tall, wooded spur. And here, wretchedly indecisive, it would eddy about restlessly and menacingly, as though searching out an unsuspecting victim, finding none and hurling itself at the chimneys or mounting a fresh assault on the bluff.


  She heard the grandfather clock on the landing strike two and then the half-hour, after which she abandoned all attempts to sleep and sat up, slipping into the quilted bedgown Adam had brought her from Paisley and lighting the bed-table lamp that needed trimming and smelled abominably but offered some kind of anchorage in this tempest of sound. Then, soothed to some extent by the familiarity of the room, she set about marshalling the identifiable sources of her unease, arranging them in order of precedence as she had once approached the complexities of his leaderless waggon service during the sombre winter of ’sixty-five/’sixty-six.


  The most obvious of them, of course, was concerned with Alex, who might or might not have been involved in that shameful battle at a place with an unpronounceable name, ‘I-say’ or ‘E-saw’ something, a word that ended, she recalled, in a whistling syllable, like ‘woona’ or ‘wanna’. There had been a great deal about it in the papers more than a fortnight ago and even Adam, whose involvement with Imperial affairs was always superficial, had seemed disturbed, muttering that Chelmsford, the general the papers seemed to hold responsible, was no better than the old fossils who had bungled the Crimean campaign and the events that resulted in the Sepoy Mutiny. “The chap they need out there is Roberts,” he told her, grumpily, but she remembered then that the Indian general had been a classmate and war comrade of his before he left the army, and therefore assumed this to be prejudice on his part. It did seem, however, that something was amiss in Zululand, where a few thousand savages were said to have won a decisive victory over half as many Europeans. She had been an attentive reader of war despatches since girlhood and could never recall this happening before. It was always the other way round. As to Alex, Adam had assured her she had no need to worry on his score. Had he been killed or even wounded, they would have been informed before casualty lists were telegraphed to the War Office and printed in The Times. There was provision for this kind of thing nowadays, he told her, far more than had existed in his day, when upwards of a year could elapse before people at home were notified that a son or a husband had died in some footling skirmish in a jungle or river-bottom. He despatched a wire to his Capetown agents, however, and asked them to make enquiries concerning volunteer officers of the Natal Native Contingents, and after that, or so it seemed to her, had forgotten Alex in the flurry that attended the opening of his Irish branch, a circumstance that whisked him away to Dublin more than a week ago.


  She continued to dream about Alex, however, seeing him dishevelled and distraught, as he poked aimlessly about a great, treeless plain, and whenever she came downstairs after one of these unsettling dreams she would enquire sharply if there had been any post other than business mail and would be glum and tetchy when Stillman, the Colonel’s old batman who did duty for butler at ‘Tryst’, said there was not.


  Thus, getting on for three weeks after the news of Lord Chelmsford’s defeat (the newspapers referred to it as ‘poor Durnford’s disaster’) her eldest son qualified as the first of her worries, but those of her eldest daughter were also clamouring for priority, particularly since she had talked with her at the Colonel’s funeral tea.


  Clearly all was not well over at Courtlands. Any mother with half an eye could see that, but it was quite another thing to run down the cause or causes of Stella’s lack-lustre expression, her reluctance to communicate and her overall listlessness, for these might stem from a variety of reasons, anything from a clumsy husband’s bridal-bed fumblings to his father’s debts, or possibly the desire of an inexperienced girl to bring some kind of order into that place of theirs across the county border.


  She wished then, and with all her heart, that she had insisted on a longer engagement, if only to give her time to assess the Honourable Lester as a husband, and the Moncton-Prices as a family. She wished also that she had been more specific with Stella in the one wary discussion they had had on the subject of marriage, for it seemed to her, in retrospect, that she had done the girl an injustice by not giving her the benefit of her own experiences of twenty years ago, when she had married at approximately Stella’s age.


  At this distance it was difficult to recollect the gist of such advice as she had given her. Something along the lines of keeping a sense of proportion, she fancied, a hint or two that most people talked a great deal of nonsense about sharing a bed with a man and having babies and that, once one adjusted to it, it could be both rewarding and amusing. She had to admit, however, that these hints had not had much effect on the girl, who really could be extraordinarily stupid concerning everything outside fashions and horseflesh. They said she had a wonderful seat on a horse but that was no qualification for marriage. Or was it, if one was marrying into a horsey family like the Moncton-Prices? It was all very frustrating, this lack of news about Alex, and this fog of uncertainty surrounding Stella and that dandified husband of hers. And then, as if all this was not enough, there was Giles’ cough and Giles’ martyred expression when the Christmas holidays ended and he was packing his boxes for school.


  Giles had gone to Mellingham as a matter of course. No one, least of all Giles himself, had questioned the wisdom of sending a very sensitive child of thirteen to a Spartan establishment that catered, she was told, for embryo soldiers. Alex had been happy there and so, it seemed, was George, but then Alex had more or less set his mind on soldiering whereas George, confound the boy, would be happy upside down in a barrel of treacle and had learned the trick of infecting everybody around him with his own high spirits before he was three. Giles was not remotely like either of them, lacking Alexander’s heavy predictability and George’s gaiety and ebullience, so that he had always seemed to her to live a private, self-contained life, thinking his own thoughts, making his own judgements, drawing on reserves of wisdom, distinctions that set him apart as a kind of pocket soothsayer so that it was very difficult to treat him as a child in need of a child’s protection.


  She was aware, of course, of the reason for this. It was not Giles’ gravity or the sense of stillness that set him apart in her mind, but the memory that he had, as it were, registered himself as an adult before he was born, for she had been carrying him through all those wretched months when Adam was dead to her and later, when he was learning to walk again in that Swiss hospital across the sea.


  In those days the child in her womb had been a source of enormous comfort to her, a part of Adam left behind to sustain her but this, of course, she had later come to regard as pure fancy. It was daunting, over the years, to watch fancy resolve itself into fact.


  She made a decision then and it helped to settle her mind. The moment he returned she would consult Adam about finding Giles a smaller, less prestigious school, where they would foster his individuality instead of trying to mould him to a pattern. She would also consult Doctor Birtles about that cough of his, for what the boy needed was bracing, upland air which he was unlikely to find in Berkshire.


  She was getting her bothersome problems into some kind of order now. Alex and Stella were old enough to look to themselves. Giles should have her championship the moment Adam returned. And as soon as it was light she would address herself to the minor irritations—that new girl’s dreadful memory concerning the weekly laundry cycle, the increasing slovenliness of Stillman now that the Colonel was not there to keep him up to his duty, young Hugo’s habit of talking with his mouth full, the frequent squabbles of Joanna and Helen over the ownership of hair ribbons and the like; the small change, she supposed, of any woman with a growing family, a husband who spent most of his time out of reach, and a house the size and age of ‘Tryst’. The landing clock struck half past three. She turned down the lamp, wriggled lower in the bed and slept.


  But then, as though circumstances were sworn to deny her a night’s rest, the paddock oak came crashing down fifty yards from her window, and the uproar brought her bounding out of bed and peering into the windy darkness, half expecting to hear the house erupt behind her and see Stillman or Phoebe Fraser, the governess, light the downstairs lamps and run out to discover what was amiss.


  Nothing happened and she could see no evidence of the damage, although she was absolutely certain it was the oak, one of her favourite trees that stood only a few yards beyond the paddock rail, a veteran all of three hundred years old that must have seeded itself from the spur above the house about the time that old pirate Conyer made up his mind to build a house for the Cecil girl, forbidden the company of a penniless suitor.


  The prospect of seeing the great tree prone and splintered saddened her. All the time she had lived here it had been a symbol of permanence, a reminder that she and that Cecil girl had a great deal in common, both having married the same kind of man in the face of parental opposition. She knew she would not sleep now although the gale was slowly blowing itself out, satisfied no doubt, now that it had inflicted permanent damage on the old place. She lit the lamp again, looked at her watch and found it was just after five. Slipping into her woollen bedgown she went out on to the landing where there was a candlestick left for emergencies, reasoning that it would be light in an hour or so and she could make herself tea in the kitchen and pass the time doing a laundry check while she waited to review the storm damage from the drawing-room windows. She lit the candle and carried it, guttering madly, down the broad staircase and through the swing door that led to the big stone kitchen.


  It was far more cheerful in here. A log glowed fitfully in the downdraught of the chimney. The old iron kettle, hanging on its spit above the grate, held water that was close to boiling so she tipped it, filling the smaller kettle and balancing it on the log while she fetched tea, milk and sugar from the pantry. The kettle lid was rattling before the cup was set and it was whilst carrying kettle to teapot that she first heard the rattle of the door latch.


  The sound startled her until she remembered that the gardener’s boy slept in the loft over the stables and had therefore almost surely been roused by the crash of the oak. She called, sharply, “Is that you, Philip?” and crossed to the door, laying her hand on the bolt. But the voice that answered was not Philip’s but a deeper one, charged with agitation and calling urgently, “No, ma’am, it’s me! Denzil Fawcett, from Dewponds. May I speak to you, Ma’am?”


  Dewponds was the farm a mile or so up the river, the nearest to ‘Tryst’ of a spread of farms occupying a ripple of hollows this side of the woods and Denzil, she recalled, was the only son of Stephen Fawcett, the farmer, a rather morose man, who was on guardedly friendly terms with Adam, both having served in the trenches before Sebastopol. She guessed then that the gale, as well as bringing down the Conyer oak, had inflicted more serious damage on the farmhouse, and that Denzil had been sent for help. She called, “Wait, I’ll open up!” and drew the bolt using her shoulder to prevent the heavy door opening its full width.


  He slipped inside quickly, a wildly dishevelled young man about Stella’s age, running his fingers through dripping hair and blinking nervously in the light of the kitchen lamp. He was, she could see, not only soaked to the skin but very embarrassed at finding himself in the presence of the mistress of ‘Tryst’ in her bedgown and nightdress. She pushed the door to and he hastened to help her, silencing the long, whistling sough of the wind.


  “I saw a light,” he said, breathlessly. “I was going to shelter in the stables until someone stirred and I could ask for Mr. Swann . . .” and then a flush spread across his moist, tanned cheeks and she hit on a deeper reason for his obvious embarrassment. It was no secret at ‘Tryst’ that he had been madly devoted to Stella ever since he brought her home with a bruised backside after a toss she had taken in the hunting field. That, however, would be years ago, when Stella was rising fourteen and the boys had made far more of the incident than it merited, teasing Stella unmercifully about her straw-chewing swain until Adam had put a stop to it at Stella’s request.


  She said, “Has anything happened at the farm? Has the river flooded again,” and he said, avoiding her eye, “No, Mrs. Swann, nought like that. Maybe it’s best I talk to Mr. Swann.”


  “You can’t,” she said, suddenly glad of his company, “Mr. Swann is in Ireland, and you’re soaked through. Here, have some tea, I’ve just made it. The big oak came down and woke me up. Nobody else heard it but they’ll be stirring in an hour, so tell me what brought you here at this hour and in this weather?”


  He said, with a great effort, “Your daughter did, ma’am . . . Miss Stella . . .” and then, sullenly, “She isn’t that now, is she? Not since—marrying!”


  She learned something from the difficulty he had in getting that last word out, as if it pained him as much as losing a bad tooth. It also occurred to her to wonder if that calf-love episode, that had been the subject of so much family laughter, was as innocent as she had supposed at the time but then, studying him closely, she noted his increasing embarrassment and decided that it must be, for a lad like him would hardly presume to make a bid for a girl with Stella’s background. And even if he had entertained such a grandiose notion Stella was not the kind of girl to give him the slightest encouragement.


  She said, sharply, “My daughter sent you? At this time of night?”


  “She’s . . . she’s at our farm. She didn’t want me to come or not yet. But I thought . . . mother thought . . .” and he stopped, his big hands seeking an anchorage on the mug she had placed in them a moment ago.


  Henrietta experienced an unpleasant shrinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. If Stella was at Dewponds Farm, within a mile of home, then she was in some kind of trouble. Bad trouble she would say having regard Denzil’s presence here at five in the morning. She said, carefully, “How does my daughter come to be at your farm? Don’t stand there fiddling with that mug. Drink it, lad, then go over by the fire and tell me exactly what’s happened.”


  The edge on her voice helped him to make the effort. He took two great gulps of tea and drifted over to the hearth, setting the mug down on the slate chimney-shelf and rubbing his great, freckled hands one upon the other. “I found her,” he said, finally. “She saw my lantern up in Carter’s Copse when I was out with the lambs. We had trouble and I was sitting up in the spinney hut . . . She came over the gate and called . . . She was in a bad state . . . she’d walked, you see, in all that wind and rain.”


  ‘Walked? From Courtlands? Good heavens, it’s twenty miles, isn’t it?”


  “Not the way she came, across country. It’s far enough though. She was about done and soaked through and through.”


  “But why? In God’s name why, boy?”


  “She ran away. She was making for here I suppose but then . . . well, she changed her mind and asked me to take her in. I roused Mother and the girls and they dried her off, gave her some soup and put her to bed in Dulcie’s room. She’s there now. Asleep, I reckon.”


  It was as wild and improbable as one of her dreams about Alexander. As improbable, in its way, as her own mad flight the night Sam tried to marry her off to Makepiece Goldthorpe in exchange for a piece of land between mill and railway line. But Stella wasn’t being married off, and she had always thought of her as a weak-willed character, so that it astounded her to discover that the girl had the spunk to run away and make her way home, irrespective of what had prompted the flight.


  She found herself looking at Denzil more sympathetically. Perhaps it wasn’t calf-love that had prompted him to take charge of the drenched fugitive, to abandon his lambs to rain and wind and hurry her back to what must surely be a very startled and embarrassed family. She said, fighting her impatience, “Did she tell you anything, Denzil? Any reason why she should do a crazy thing like that?” and watched him carefully, interested to see the way he flung up his head, not perhaps defiantly but resolutely. “That rake Moncton! He’s been treating her badly. His father, too, from what I could learn.” And then, dismally, “You won’t send her back, will you?”


  It was a direct appeal and she was glad it had not been made in the presence of anyone else, who would be unlikely to acknowledge chivalry in a lumpish farmer’s boy. She was grateful then to the wind for bringing down the oak and rousing her while everyone else slept. She said, quietly, “Finish your tea, lad. Dry yourself off a bit. Then tell me everything. Everything, you understand?”


  He seemed to consider this a moment and the air of distraction that had attended him ever since he crossed the threshold moderated. Deliberately he squared himself, so that she was surprised to notice that he was as tall as Adam and even more strongly made. His rough clothes steamed as they clung to him and she thought, involuntarily “Why the devil do we halter ourselves with all the fancy conceits that go along with money? He would have made a perfectly splendid husband for the girl, and taught her something worth knowing while he was taking care of her and giving me grandchildren I could be proud of . . .” but she said, prompting him, “I’m waiting, Denzil.”


  “She didn’t say much, or much that made sense any road. She was fair worn out, and her clothes was in tatters. Besides she was crying, and it wasn’t easy to follow her in all that wind.”


  “But you heard enough to decide to take her home instead of bringing her here.”


  “Aye, I did that, Mrs. Swann, and she can stay at the farm as long as she’s a mind to. With your permission that is.”


  ‘We’ll come to that. Meantime I’ll have to know at least as much as you know.”


  “It fair beats me how she could marry a man o’ that sort,” he burst out. “Or even if she wanted to, why you and Mr. Swann didden stop her, seeing she’s not of age. They’re trash, for all that great place they live in, and all those fine horses they breed. People like us have always known it, but you wouldn’t, seeing you weren’t raised about here. I was near out of my mind when I first heard about it . . .”


  He stopped suddenly, the flush returning to his cheeks. “I’d best hold my tongue,” he concluded, “she’s in enough trouble a’ready,” but then, reading her expression, he went on, desperately, “There was never the least thing wrong about me and Stella. We’d meet from time to time, over on the downs, when I was ditching, or fetching the cows in from pasture. She was always on her mare, and mostly she’d do no more than lift her crop and go her way. Not always tho’. Sometimes she’d rein in and pass the time o’ day. One time . . .” and he stopped again, glowering down at the smouldering log in the hearth.


  “This is between you and me, Denzil. I said I must know everything but I give you my word it won’t go beyond these four walls. What happened that one time?”


  “Nothin’ really. I was mad enough to tell her what was in my mind, that she was just about everything to me. More’n Dewponds if the truth’s known.”


  “What did she say to that?”


  His head came up again. “She just laughed and made me see what a dam’ fool I was, so I started walking off, but she slipped off the mare and called me back. She said she was sorry she’d laughed that way and she was too, otherwise why should she . . . She come right up to me then and kissed me. Just that once. Then she got up again and rode off without a word. That was the summer before last and whenever I saw her after that she was with one of the others. Mr. Alexander, mostly.”


  “And that’s all?”


  “That’s all, Mrs. Swann. I’ll swear on the book if you ask me to.”


  “That won’t be necessary, Denzil. Thank you for telling me.”


  She had a picture then of their association over the eternity of adolescence, a pretty, impossibly remote little madam, buttressed by wealth and a new social position, and a great gallant oaf like Dénzil Fawcett, mooning his life away as he trudged about his tasks, lifting his head every now and again in the hope that he would catch a glimpse of her, perhaps exchange an odd word with her, a crumb of dry bread that would keep him going for another week or so. Any kind of crumb, a wave, a smile, or an odd word or two if she was in the mood to bestow such favours. And then that single moment of declaration, greeted by derisive laughter and after laughter, no doubt, a flash of compassion on her part, followed by a lightly bestowed kiss, as though that would last the poor devil a lifetime. Anger rose in her, not for him certainly but for Stella, for the cold fish she had married and that rackety old father of his. But mostly for herself and Adam, who had let things drift to this pass, a daughter of theirs who had supposedly made a good match, running off into the night after six months as a bride and making for the one person from whom she could expect aid and comfort without conditions to go along with them.


  She said, “Wait here, Denzil. Pour yourself some more tea and give yourself a rub down with that towel while I’m dressing. We’ll roust out young Philip and he can harness the trap but while I’m gone think of some excuse for my going with you, something the servants will likely believe.”


  He looked surprised and then hesitant so that she added quickly, “Don’t fret, I’ll not send her back but there’s no point in her coming here either, for this is the first place the Moncton-Prices will look when they discover she’s gone, if they don’t know already. I’ll bring some things she can change into, and I know a place where she can hide while Mr. Swann and I sort this out one way or another. Do you trust me that far?”


  “Why shouldn’t I? You’re her mother. You’d surely know what’s best for her.”


  “Yes, I do,” Henrietta said, and left him, going through to the hall and up the stairs and noting, on the way, that the first glimmer of dawn was showing on the edge of the downs.
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  The vault-like stillness, the enduring silence of the house, and the terrible sense of timelessness it brought was not fully apparent to her until the January frosts had stopped the hunting and she lost contact with everyone she knew save Lester and his sharp-featured old father, and even their company was hard to come by, particularly when Lester’s crony, Ralph Ponsonby, was about the place.


  Nobody save the old man ever addressed her unless she began the conversation and when she did they seemed to listen with ill-concealed impatience, so that they could get back to their racing gossip, or exchange one of their mysterious male jokes that made no kind of sense to her.


  She and Lester were never alone, not for a single moment, for he had a room of his own along the corridor and had used it every night, even his wedding night, when he had shipped so much wine at dinner, and during the billiards match he played with Ponsonby later, that the head stableman had to be summoned to put him to bed.


  The old man had stayed on, playing interminable games of patience on a board that rested on his knees, and in his gruff way had been considerate towards her, suggesting that she had a brandy and some of his shelled nuts before retiring to the great, dilapidated bedroom they had given her, where her troussseau was still waiting to be unpacked. She had no maid to help her. Women, if any were allowed above stairs, never seemed to come to this part of the house and that in itself was strange, for who made and aired the beds, and carried coals and hot water upstairs?


  The bleakness and anonymity of the house had pressed hard upon her that first night and even now she had not adjusted to it. She never ceased to compare its austerity to the warmth and cosiness of ‘Tryst’, with its gleaming surfaces and smell of age, its continuity that did not run contrary to the vitality of newcomers like the Swanns but somehow enfolded them and coached them in its ways, graciousness, and durability. Courtlands was old, though not so old as ‘Tryst’, but its smell of the past contained elements at odds with these things. It had never, it seemed, been loved and cared for and in the lower rooms old dust had gathered in the fabric, so that instead of pleasant smells, like lavender and resin that pervaded ‘Tryst’, there was a whiff of mildew and damp rot. There was no kind of scheme inherent in the fittings and furnishings, for here and there pieces had been sold off to pay racing debts and their removal had never been camouflaged, as where the wallpaper that had once backed a picture or a Welsh dresser remained its original colour, in contrast to grimed sections that had been exposed since they were pasted there a generation ago. The gardens were neglected too, for the entire household revolved around the stables, the only part of the mansion in good heart.


  Loneliness, and a kind of dragging apathy engulfed her from the first moment of coming here. The servants were mostly broken-down old horsemasters and ostlers, who seemed to regard the living quarters as a camp, and a temporary camp at that. But it was not the outward aspect of the place that troubled her so much as her isolation, an eighteen-year-old girl set down among so many ageing men, who paid her scant deference and seemed in fact to regard her as one of the young master’s doxies temporarily lodged in the house and likely, at any moment, to move on bag and baggage, to make way for a replacement.


  She was not much given to self-pity and throughout those first few months had made a great effort to adjust to the translation from a background of cushioned comfort and hilarity, to one of near squalor and overall drabness, her happy childhood buttressing her against despair. But for all that, week by week, she sensed she was losing ground. Even Lester who, now that he was her husband paid her no attention at all, admired her horsemanship, and was amiable enough when they were mounted, but once the horses had been off-saddled and rubbed down he drifted off somewhere, either to supervise the training of one or other of his entries in the big steeplechase events, or to play billiards, or to drink and consort with his inseparable companion Ponsonby, a young man concerning whom she could discover nothing, beyond the fact that his stepfather had owned a horse that won the Derby and had once trained Lord Rosebery’s racehorses, but who seemed now to have latched himself on to the Moncton-Prices.


  She had recognised Ponsonby as the major impediment to the marriage on that first, disconsolate night. It was Ponsonby, she was certain, who had talked Lester out of their honeymoon trip to Biarritz, now postponed indefinitely, for the flat season would open in a month or so and it was well known that the Moncton-Prices had entered their colt, Figaro, in the Epsom classic. She could forgo a cross-Channel trip in winter but it was humiliating to hover on the extreme edge of this tight family circle waiting and waiting for Lester to use her as she had been led to believe all young men used their brides, particularly in the early days of marriage.


  She was by no means entirely ignorant of men and men’s ways, having been raised in the company of two lively brothers not much younger than herself, and had thus come into contact with any number of their high-spirited friends at garden-parties, birthday gatherings and Christmas celebrations at ‘Tryst’. At least a dozen of these young sparks had embraced her in odd corners of the house, and two or three of them had tried to adventure a little further but had been rebuffed, for Stella Swann had never since putting up her hair more than five years ago, failed to put a realistic price upon herself as the eldest daughter of a man whose name was a household word and thought herself as fetching as any of the models used by Mr. Millais or Mr. Burne-Jones, or even Mr. Rossetti in their annual Academy exhibits.


  Sometimes, once she had passed her fifteenth birthday, and was beginning to think of herself as eligible, she would compare herself with one or other of the willowy heroines in these highly-publicised paintings, telling herself that most of them, notwithstanding abundant tresses and large, soulful eyes, looked anaemic, whereas she, for her part, had just as much hair, a much healthier complexion, and curves in all the right places, so that it did not surprise her in the least that she was very popular in the ballroom, and much sought after at soirées and garden-fêtes organised by people like old Mrs. Halberton, the social lioness of the district.


  She knew that she was not in the least clever, like her courtesy-sister, Deborah, whom she had always admired and continued to admire, even though Deborah now showed unmistakable signs of turning into a blue-stocking. But men were supposed not to love clever women and with her looks and her figure, to say nothing of her skill in the hunting field, she did not think she would have the least difficulty in catching a young man who would adore her, and pay her far more attention than her jovial money-grubbing father paid his wife, who nonetheless continued to look at him (on those occasions when he was there to be looked at) like a spaniel bitch hoping to be taken rabbiting on the downs.
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