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In all corners of the West there are Craddocks and Potters, Codsalls and Pitts, Tozers and Stokes, Timberlakes and Willoughbys; no person in this book is intended to represent a living character but rather a race of people in a corner of the country as old as time. Similarly there are hundreds of Shallowfords, scores of Sorrel Valleys. If any reader is looking for identification let him seek it in the national spirit that, even in this day and age, still quickens the people of provincial England.






Chapter One

I

He left the carriage, ascended the short flight of steps and walked briskly past the dozing porter sitting in the deep shade of the portico; a small, neat man, in dark, well-cut city clothes and glossy topper. He did not look incongruous out here in the open country under a blistering sun, but like a confident rook, or perhaps a raven, with years of combative experience well behind him; a sleek, utterly self-possessed and, in a subdued sense, deadly raven, with a bill best avoided.

The porter did not see him until he was inside the cool hall and in the act of turning the polished handle of the door, marked ‘MATRON: PRIVATE’. The man rubbed sleep from his eyes and shouted ‘Hi there! You can’t ...’ but the dapper man with the jutting Van Dyke beard was already inside with the door closed behind him, and the porter, baffled and dismayed, hesitated, bemused by the visitor’s arrogance.

The matron, fourteen stone of starched linen, was almost equally disconcerted, at least for the moment. She was accustomed to deference, advertised by timid knocks, downcast eyes, abject mumbles and not merely because, as matron, she was Queen Empress of the Hospital for Convalescent Officers, but because, as a Countess who had given her country seat to the nation in its hour of need, she had been basking in a golden glow of patriotism ever since Black Week, in December 1899, when every capital in Europe was whooping at the spectacle of a few thousand Boer farmers trouncing the British Empire. Here she had sat ever since, flirting decorously with the Harley Street men, patronising the nameless doctors, cosseting heroes, and resolutely bullying her volunteer nurses. She had never realised a war could be so richly rewarding.


She looked up from her tea-pouring and saw the little man with the beard standing in front of her desk and his leisured removal of his hat was no more than a token courtesy. She was so astonished that she forgot to be outraged and could only suppose the insolent intruder has lost his way and blundered in here by mistake. But while she was waiting for the porter to arrive and remove him he actually sat down. Actually seated himself, in the leather swivel chair, used by Sir Brian Willmott, and all the other famous physicians who paid calls on her, and before she could exclaim he said, in a hoarse voice she could only describe as singularly common, ‘Lieutenant Craddock: Lieutenant P. Craddock, of the Yeomanry. He arrived here a day or so ago. I should like the latest report on him!’, and he pushed a visiting card across the table.

She made a slight gobbling sound, handling the card as though it was a live cockroach. It read, ‘Franz Zorndorff, Zorndorff & Craddock, Ltd.’ and underneath, in neat script, ‘Canal Place, and Belsize Mansions.’ She found her voice at last, just as the porter, after a perfunctory knock, sidled into the room and looked at her for inspiration.

‘How dare you? You had no appointment ...?’

‘No,’ Zorndorff said, blandly, ‘none!’, and then smiled in the most insolent and embarrassing way possible.

The porter arrived, passing a hand over his jowls. ‘He walked past!’ he began, ‘he walked right past ...’, and then the little man looked at him and suddenly the Countess did not seem nearly as formidable and he retreated, muttering so that the matron was abandoned to make what head she could against the visitor’s armoury of invincible insolence.

She said, weakly, ‘Craddock, you said?’, and made a miserable pretence of shuffling among the papers on her desk, whereupon the little man smiled, this time a charming although by no means ingratiating smile, and said, ‘Perhaps I should be more explicit, Countess; I am at present serving on the Board of Voluntary Hospitals in the London area. I have been a generous subscriber but in view of Lieutenant Craddock’s presence here, I have decided to particularise. I have here a banker’s draft for five hundred guineas, earmarked for this institution, together

with a guarantee of another five hundred to be paid over the day my late partner’s son is removed from the dangerously ill list!’, and he took from his pocket a stiff, foolscap envelope, laying it beside the visiting card.

All the tension went out of the atmosphere and although the Matron began to gobble again it was not with suppressed indignation but the effusiveness she hitherto reserved for Harley Street visitors, men like Sir Brian, known to have been consulted on royal births at Windsor Lodge and York House. Her blunt fingers shook as she withdrew the cheque from the envelope and all the time Franz Zorndorff watched her; with relish.

She began to bustle then, so that suddenly the room was full of the whisper of starched linen. Bells rang in far off corners of the mansion and a sister appeared, and then a hollow-eyed young man in a white coat, and finally the Chief Medical Officer, inclined to be irritable and impatient until the Matron waved the cheque under his nose, after which he became almost cordial and produced a gold cigarette case from under his white coat, offering the visitor an Egyptian cigarette which was declined. He thought, ‘A Jew, almost certainly! And a Continental Jew at that! But who the devil am I to quibble? If we can nail that other five hundred we can expand and beat Marylebone’s intake by fifty patients, what might that mean? Publicity if nothing else; and with the war virtually over and private practice in the offing, that will be one up on quacks like Sir Brian!’ His mind began to juggle with the new cases in ‘H’ Ward, whence all the recent arrivals had been sent but he found it difficult to isolate a Lieutenant Craddock, and held the visitor at bay with vague rumbles of ‘Craddock! Ah yes, Craddock. Leg wound, I believe. Smashed knee-cap. One of the stretcher cases that came in from the Mondego Castle on Monday ... Monday was it, or Tuesday? ... We’ve been inundated, Mr Zorndorff, inundated ...’ and then, mercifully, the Matron (who at last seemed to have grasped the urgency of the occasion) placed the file in front of him, and he could stop floundering and seriously address himself to manoeuvring this big fish

to the bank. ‘Craddock!’ he exclaimed, ‘Lieutenant Craddock, P. Why, of course, Mr Zorndorff! Give Mr Zorndorff some tea, Countess!’, and he relaxed in his chair, like an ageing athlete who, against all probability, has breasted the tape an inch ahead of odds-on competitors.

Zorndorff watched the interplay with quiet enjoyment, looking more than ever like a raven, with deep-set, hooded eyes and supercilious beak. These people, he thought, were such tyros at the game. They gave themselves away so easily and they had no reserves of subtlety, no real knowledge of the blasting power of money. As if he would be here, scattering them all like a fox in a hen-run, if he had not made it his business to reconnoitre in advance, and satisfy himself that the rivalry between the various members of the minor aristocracy and their medical cliques had not already reached a point where, one and all, they were ready to bankrupt themselves, and submerge their entire professional lives in outbidding one another in patriotic endeavour, just so long as whispers of their efforts appeared in The Bystander and Illustrated London News. Patriotism, he reflected, was a kind of illness itself, and one that would respond to no other drug but public acclaim, public adulation. Before the war it had been who gave the largest house parties, and whose equipage attracted most notice at Ascot, but now only the slow-witted, clinging to Victorian traditions, raised these faded banners. Ever since Black Week, ever since national prestige had been spat upon by Kruger and his Bible-thumping peasants, these people had been at work on a new banner that was no more than a Union Jack; a man like himself, who knew that even Union Jacks had to be paid for, would be a fool not to take every possible advantage of their gavottes. He said, very civilly, ‘What are his chances? That’s what I must know before I leave,’ and waited.

The Medical Officer was now in command of the situation. Lieutenant Craddock was on the touch-and-go list; Lieutenant Craddock’s wound originated from a Mauser bullet entering on an upward course, half-an-inch below the right knee-cap, and received whilst patrolling the blockhouses along the

Pretoria-Bloemfontein railway. Two operations had already been performed, one in South Africa, one during the voyage home. Both were badly botched. The patient’s condition had deteriorated during the voyage but he was now reported to be ‘holding his own’. If gangrene was confirmed then the leg would certainly have to be amputated. So far his youth and health had served him well but he would appear to have rather less than a fifty-fifty chance. Everything that could be done for the boy was being done. The M.O. closed the file and searched the visitor’s face for reactions. Seeing none he said, without malice, ‘His next of kin is given as “father”, Mr Zorndorff.’

‘I buried his father yesterday,’ Zorndorff said without looking at doctor or matron for he appeared to be thinking so deeply that the process was almost visible.

The Countess said, in a voice entirely free from disappointment, ‘Poor laddie! You are a relative, Mr Zorndorff?’

Zorndorff must have arrived at his decision for he looked up, brightly, and said, ‘No relative at all. I am his executor. His father was my oldest friend and business partner. He left his son the sum of twenty-eight thousand pounds, plus a third share in our joint undertaking.’

He did not seem in the least interested in the effect of this statement and the ensuing silence in the room was embarrassing for the subdued. They waited, each conscious of the loudly ticking clock; there was nothing else they could do. When Zorndorff rose, asking, or rather demanding, to be led to the patient, they stood up as one and the Countess would have demurred if her half-hearted protest had not been cut short by the M.O.’s gesture. The gesture did not escape Zorndorff, who smiled grimly, standing aside for the surgeon to lead the way through a maze of corridors to a small ward, on the south side of the house.

There were ten or twelve patients lying there and it was insufferably hot, the strong May sunshine beating in at tall, half-curtained windows. One or two voluntary nurses stood about listlessly but straightened themselves as the surgeon strode in, with Zorndorff mincing behind. They went along

the beds until they came to one containing a man with his right leg suspended in a cradle that looked like a miniature gallows. The patient was asleep, but fitfully so, for as Zorndorff looked down at him he moved his head left and right half-a-dozen times and his breathing was irregular. Zorndorff studied the face without emotion and the surgeon, watching him, thought, ‘He’s a damned coldblooded customer! I wonder if the money reverts to him if the boy dies?’ and then he flushed slightly, being half-persuaded that the Jew could read his thoughts.

Zorndorff stood by the bed looking down for more than a minute. He saw a narrow face, with a long jaw-line and slightly hollowed cheekbones sprouting a half-inch of blue-black stubble. It was a strong, obstinate face, still boyish under the flush of fever and a man’s beard. The dark hair was thick and plentiful, the forehead high, the mouth rather thin and somehow fastidious, like the shapely fingers drumming feebly on the turned-back sheet. It had, he thought, very little in common with the squarish, stolid features of old Josh Craddock, whom he had first met when he was about this boy’s age but there was, Zorndorff suddenly realised, a strong resemblance to the dark, silent woman, who had married Josh the Plumber and had watched him moulded, clinging desperately to his artisan background, into Josh the Merchant. It was the first time he had thought of Josh Craddock’s wife in years and he did so now with reluctance and the merest flicker of guilt. He had forgotten even her name, for she had never been linked in his mind to the man who came forward out of nowhere to stand resolutely and illogically between him and deportation to Austria, at the time of his bankruptcy. Yet he recalled her face now and one other thing about her; she had been a countrywoman who had wandered into the city and never found her way out again. He remembered this clearly, and also that she had loathed the city and the claims it made upon her and that her loathing had broken her heart at the age of twenty-eight.

He said, without looking up, ‘You have private wards here?’


The M.O. said they had indeed, a few, but they were occupied.

‘Be so good as to move someone out,’ Zorndorff said, ‘someone with a better chance of recovery.’ Then, before the surgeon could either agree or disagree, ‘Can you recommend a specialist, a good one, who will make himself available for a second opinion?’

The surgeon hesitated, clutching the rags of his pride, but the prospect of the honours list jogged his elbow just in time and he said, sourly, ‘I was at Barts under Sir Jocelyn Ferrars but he would be extremely expensive!’

‘His fee would not, I think, amount to more than twenty-eight thousand pounds,’ Zorndorff said, and the surgeon’s resentment was swamped by a grudging tide of admiration for such preposterous insolence.

They were out in the cool hall again, where the smell of disinfectant followed them but the temperature was twenty degrees lower and suddenly Zorndorff was being very civil again, thanking him gravely for his courtesy, and begging him to convey his respects to the Countess. Then, in a twinkling, he was gone, and the porter lumbered forward to open the door and run down the steps to the visitor’s carriage. The M.O. waited just long enough to see the fellow get a tip for his pains, which from the man’s expression was at least a florin, possibly as much as a crown.

He thought, as he plunged his hands into his cluttered overall pockets, ‘Damn him! I ought to have torn out a handful of beard and thrown it in his face!’ but the mood of bitterness did not last as far as the Matron’s door for by then his attention was fully occupied with other matters. Who could be ejected from a private ward with the least fuss? And how much should he offer Sir Jocelyn on that arrogant little bastard’s behalf?

II

For a man lying flat on his back, with one leg suspended from a pulley, the ceiling looked incredibly far off, yet not so far as

to prevent Craddock conjuring fantasies from stains etched into the plaster by leaks that were stopped a century ago; during the long, hot afternoons, when pain and drugs were doing battle with one another inside him, the ragged edges of the damp areas resolved themselves into charging lines of infantry and squadrons of cavalry, with here the burst of a bombshell, there an angled standard.

The battle overhead distressed him far more than pain or weakness resulting from his, wound, for in the months between the present, and the day he had pitched headlong into the dry water-course beside the railway line, he had come to terms with pain. There never seemed to have been a time when small, darting flames were not searing the nerves between shin and groin. The battle overhead was something different. It would never resolve itself. The opposing armies were always on the point of advancing but when he looked again they were still ranged in lines, with bayonets advanced, officers’ swords upraised, drums beating, bugles braying, and the smoke from the batteries billowing between the two hosts. It was a set-piece, but there was about it an immediacy that compelled him to cock an ear for the sob of breathless men and the screams of wounded. It exhausted him but unless he closed his eyes he found it difficult to look elsewhere, for the pulley, and the narrowness of the cot, exacted a penalty in terms of pain. Yet often enough he paid the fee, pressing his left cheek to the pillow to bring his right eye in line with the french windows opposite and staring out at the prospect beyond the terrace, where convalescents played their interminable games of pontoon.

Beyond them he could see the park sloping down a field or two, then up to a line of woods on the horizon. Nothing much happened at there. Sometimes a cow browsed into view, and occasionally a farm waggon crawled along the hillside track, moving so slowly that it seemed to take a very long time to cross his restricted line of vision. He could see clouds drifting above the elms, and patches of blue through the rents and somehow, as though to counter the poised strife overhead, the view brought peace and sanity,

for he was aware that the stillness outside was real. Whereas the battle on the ceiling was not.

Gradually he began to relate the two vistas, the one fraught with anxiety and stress, the other bringing him joy and tranquility, so that, as the days passed, and the hillside view slowly began to assume mastery over the armies above, he knew that he would live, drawing more reassurance from the contrast than from anything the surgeon said or the soothing remarks made by the plump nurse who brought him drinks. And with this growing belief in his survival the battle on the ceiling lost its horrid significance, and the vision of serenity framed in woods resolved itself into a kind of Promised Land where he, Lieutenant Paul Craddock, whom they had given up for dead, roamed in the splendour of his youth.

That was after they had moved him to a private ward upstairs, a small room where his view was greatly enlarged and he could lie hour upon hour looking across at the great bow of the woods, and the brown, green, drowsing patchwork, between woods and park. By then the tide of pain had receded a very long way, but had been displaced by boredom and acute discomfort, arising from the angle of his leg, slung to the damned gallows at the foot of the bed. Dressings brought pain but also relief from the tedium of lying there alone. If it had not been for the magnificent view he would, he thought, have died of boredom. Yet there were adequate compensations. The leg, they told him, had been saved after all, and although the surgeon warned him that he would almost certainly suffer a permanent disability resulting from partial atrophy of the joint, it would not be much more than stiffness and he would walk with a slight limp, and could certainly ride; in fact, the more exercise he took the better. He had, they said, been extraordinarily lucky, not solely to have escaped amputation above the knee but to be alive at all. His cure, they explained, was due to a third operation performed by one of the most brilliant surgeons in the country, brought here at enormous cost at the insistance of a Mr Franz Zorndorff, some five days after his arrival from South Africa. He noticed that they all spoke of Mr Zorndorff with awe and this puzzled

him, for all he recalled was a secretive and rather flashy little Austrian Jew who, during his boyhood and youth, had been in close partnership with his father.

They let him ponder this for a day or so and then, with every manifestation of sympathy, they broke the news that his father had died the day he had landed in England. He was shocked by the news but not overwhelmed. He had not seen his father in almost three years and, on the last occasion they had met before he embarked for South Africa, their mutual antipathy, so long banked down by mutual distrust, had flared into a shouting match, with Joshua Craddock calling his son every kind of a fool to stick his nose into the Imperial quarrel, and Paul talking a good deal of vainglorious nonsense about his patriotic duty to assist in the chastening of Kruger and Kruger’s Bible-thumping farmers. Since then there had been a letter or two, and an occasional draft of money after his commissioning, but no exchange of affection, no show of warmth oil the part of either one of them.

After they had left him with what they imagined to be his grief Paul found that, for the first time in his life, he could think of his father impersonally, a big, broad-shouldered, taciturn man, with a squarish face, deliberate hands, a large, walrus moustache, a deep voice that disguised a Bermondsey accent, and above all, a baffling inaccessibility due, as Paul now realised, to his obsession with business affairs that never seemed to bring him any real satisfaction for all the time he lavished on them. He had never, for instance, told Paul anything of his mother, who had died when the child was five, or how it came that he, Joshua, had fought his way from the top strata of the artisan class, a plumber with two or three men in his employ, to that of city merchant, or a kind of city merchant, for Paul had no knowledge of how his father earned a living, apart from some connection with scrap metals near the centre of his original endeavours as a plumber. It seemed to him, lying trussed up under this infernal gallows, a very strange thing that he should know so little about his family, particularly as Joshua had been insistent that he should come into the business on leaving the undistinguished little private

school, where he had been sent as a boarder when he was eight years old. He had resisted this pressure solely because he had a strong disinclination to work in an office under artificial light, and had dismayed his father by announcing his intention of entering the artillery. He had already made application for entry to Woolwich when the war offered all young men a chance of immediate service overseas. One of the few accomplishments he had learned at the pretentious little school he attended (Joshua, in his ignorance, had always referred to it as ‘a public school’) was how to sit a horse, so that it had been easy, under the impetus of Black Week and its humiliating defeats, to join the Yeomanry. Later, because of the gaps torn in the ranks by the enteric fever epidemic, it had been almost as easy to get a temporary commission, but for all that he had not seen much active service. By the time his training period had expired the war had degenerated into ding-dong encounters between patrols and Boer Commandos and it was in one of these scuffles that he had received his wound. Before that, however, he had changed his mind about a military career. He was unable, he discovered, to take pleasure in harassing the wretched Veldt farmers and their families, and it was not long before doubts obscured his vision of Imperial infallibility. He wondered sometimes, what he would do with his life now that a gammy leg barred him from most outdoor occupations, yet his prospects did not dominate his thoughts during the earliest stage of his convalescence, when he was learning to walk again on sticks and a network of lines rigged along the terrace. What occupied his mind more often was the curious deference shown him, not only by the volunteer nurses but the Countess, the Chief Medical Officer, and the junior physicians. It puzzled him, for instance, that he alone, apart from one or two high-ranking casualties, had a room to himself, and also that any request he made – for a book, a magazine, or a variation of hospital diet – was granted, when in the crowded general wards below other junior officers, especially the non-professionals like himself, were treated like tiresome children and reacted accordingly, cursing the impulse that had involved them in a war for which many serving soldiers now

felt a slight disgust, causing them to ask themselves if, after all, the pro-Boer Lloyd George and his following had not been justified in condemning the adventure from the outset.

He found the key to all this within a few minutes of receiving his first visit from Franz Zorndorff.

The little man strode on to the terrace unannounced about a week after Paul had been allowed downstairs. He was not wearing his city clothes today but had got himself up in what he imagined to be correct country-house attire, a pepper-and-salt Norfolk suit, a wide grey cravat with a diamond pin, and a billycock hat sporting a pheasant’s feather. The staff made way for him as though he had been the Emperor of Japan or, at the very least, a racegoing friend of the new king, Edward. He seated himself in a creaking basket chair and opened his pigskin attaché case, producing a sheaf of papers tied with pink tape.

‘Delighted to see you’re making such excellent progress, my boy!’ he began, gaily. ‘We’ve a little signing to do first of all. I trust you read all the letters the solicitors sent on?’

‘No,’ Paul admitted, a little irritated by Zorndorff’s brashness and the fact that he made no mention at all of his partner’s death. ‘I began to read them but I found it difficult to concentrate. You wrote promising you would come over soon, so I decided I’d ask you to summarise them. They looked damned dull to a man who has read nothing heavier than the Strand Magazine for three years.’

He saw to his amusement that he had succeeded in disconcerting the Jew, who now looked somewhat startled and then, recovering himself, uttered a short, neighing laugh.

‘Then you won’t know? Unless, of course, the whisper has gone round, as I rather thought it might!’

Paul asked him to explain, adding that visitors were only allowed a bare half-hour before the bell rang and the terrace had to be cleared.

‘Oh, don’t concern yourself over that!’ Zorndorff said, contemptuously, ‘I’ve tamed everybody in this charnel-house, including that fraud of a matron! They won’t shoo me out,

I can assure you!’ And then, placing his shapely hands on his knees and looking directly at Paul, he added, ‘You’ll probably be surprised at the extent of your patrimony. I was myself, somewhat, although I realised of course that Josh spent very little over the years. That was his trouble, I think; he could never cease to think in sixpences, or free himself from the notion that he was still waiting on a plumber’s harvest – a hard frost that is!’

‘You haven’t told me how my father died,’ Paul said, not altogether liking the half-veiled patronage of the man yet understanding now why he had been treated as a favoured patient.

The Jew lost a little of his ebullience. He said, seriously, ‘I suppose I owe it to you to admit that Josh Craddock died fulfilling what he imagined an obligation to me. As to the facts, he killed himself heaving a two hundredweight water-cistern from a cart!’ He hissed through his teeth, one of the few Continental habits he had retained after forty years in England. ‘Imagine that! Josh Craddock, with cash and assets totalling something like forty-thousand pounds, killing himself to help a lazy oaf of a carter empty a cart!’

The figure stunned him, and Zorndorff, enjoying the confusion his casual announcement caused, smiled as he waited for Craddock to recover a little. The Jew had a well-stocked wardrobe of smiles; this was an occasion for his thin one. He said, finally, ‘Well, and how much did you think he was worth?’

Never having given any thought to the matter, Paul guessed, reckoning the ugly house in Croydon, at £750 and his father’s share of the business at about £3,000. ‘Certainly not more than five,’ he said, ‘and hardly any of it in cash! You wouldn’t be having a little quiet fun at my expense, Mr Zorndorff?’

‘I don’t joke about money!’ the Austrian said, sharply. ‘As to the estate, I based Joshua’s share of the business on half our last offer to sell, a little over fifteen thousand; the rest is in hard cash, or readily saleable assets, and you are the sole beneficiary. That was something I insisted on when I witnessed the will.’


He began to forage in his case but Craddock checked him, saying, ‘Never mind the documents, Mr Zorndorff! I should much prefer you to explain, and as simply as you can! Am I to understand that the whole of this sum, including a half-share in the business, comes to me and that I can do as I wish with it?’

‘By no means,’ Zorndorff said. ‘Your father remained an artisan all his life but he was no fool. We talked it over and agreed that you should inherit a third share of the business and the whole of the capital sum, but you won’t receive more than five thousand until you are twenty-eight. That last provision was no suggestion of mine!’

Because Paul still appeared bemused the Jew became a little impatient. ‘Come now,’ he said, ‘even you must realise that the coarse metal trade prospers in wartime. We were doing well enough on sub-contracts before the war, but three years ago, when army contracts were put about, we forged ahead in relation to the blunders the generals made over there! I was optimistic from the start but I must confess that even I hardly expected a three-year war. The point is, we seem to be set fair indefinitely for the Kaiser has obliged the trade by entering the naval race. If you applied yourself I daresay you could soon convert your thirty thousand working capital into two hundred thousand.’

Paul, who had heard nothing but the last few words, said slowly, ‘What the devil do I know of the scrap metal business? Or any business?’

‘I would be prepared to teach you,’ the Jew said, earnestly now, and without a trace of patronage. ‘Joshua was the only friend I ever had and I have every intention of paying my debt to him, whether you like it or not, my friend!’

‘Then you must find some other way of paying it,’ Paul said, ‘I may be half a cripple, but I’m damned if I intend to devote my life to scrap metal, Mr Zorndorff!’

The Jew did not seem surprised or disappointed. He looked thoughtful for a moment, drawing his brows together and contemplating his beautifully manicured hands. ‘With that capital you could do almost anything you liked,’ he said, at length.

‘Have you any preferences ? Or is it something you would prefer to think about during the time you remain here?’

Paul said, briefly, ‘First I intend to learn to walk, Mr Zorndorff; properly, without sticks; like any other person, you understand? I think they have exaggerated my disability. In the meantime, would you care to buy me out at any figure you considered fair?’

The naïveté of the offer stirred Zorndorff. His head shot up and his eyes sparkled as he said, crisply, ‘Be satisfied with your loose change and oblige me by allowing me to fulfil my obligations any way I choose!’ and he stood up so suddenly that Paul made sure he was deeply offended but he was not, for his smile betrayed him and somehow, because of it, Paul was convinced of the man’s fundamental honesty, and of the genuineness of the obligation he felt for the son of the man who had once stood between him and ruin. He said, half apologetically, ‘I know you have my interests at heart, Mr Zorndorff, you have proved that already. I daresay I should have croaked in the general ward without first-class attention but the truth is I never expected this kind of opportunity and it alters everything. I had some idea of farming, in a small way, in one of the Dominions perhaps, but it’s something I need to think about very deeply. I don’t imagine I shall be out of here for a month or more. May I come to you then? Or write, if I form any decision?’

‘By all means, by all means,’ Zorndorff said, expansive and avuncular again, and without any gesture of farewell except a vague pat on the shoulder he picked up his case, strolled along the terrace and went down the steps to the carriage park behind the forecourt.

Paul watched him go, thinking ‘Whatever he does is part of a charade. What could he and a dull dog like my father have had in common? Were they the complement of one another? And was my mother somehow involved in the improbable association?’ His involvement with the dapper, enigmatic Austrian was to endure for another forty years but this was something he never discovered.


III

As the weeks passed and the sun continued to beat on the baking façade of the great house, there were many things he discovered about himself and not the least important of them was the durability of the bright crystals of thought left in the recesses of his brain by the long, exhausting fever duel between the static army on the ceiling and the serenity of the view of the park and downland, seen through the windows of the two wards he had occupied. Somehow the latter came to represent his future, and all that was pleasant and rewarding in life, and he saw it not simply as a pleasing vista of fields, woods and browsing cattle, but as a vision of the England he had remembered and yearned for out there on the scorching veldt. And this, in itself, was strange, for he was city born and bred, and although he had never shared the Cockney’s pride in the capital neither had he been conscious, as a boy, of a closer affinity with the woods and hedgerows of the farmland on the Kent-Surrey border, where he had spent his childhood and boyhood. Yet the pull existed now, and it was a very strong pull, as though he owed his life to nectar sucked from the flowers growing wild out there across the dreaming fields near the rim of the woods, and with this half-certainty came another – that it was in a setting like this that he must let the years rescued for him unwind, yielding some kind of fulfilment or purpose. He had never had thoughts like this before and it occurred to him that pain, and a prolonged flirtation with death, had matured him in a way that had been leap-frogged by the other convalescents, many of whom had had more shattering experiences in the field. Some the war had left cynical and a few, among them the permanently maimed, bitter, but all the regular officers seemed to have emerged from the war with their prejudices intact and talked of little else but sport, women, and the military lessons learned from the campaigns. They continued, Paul thought, to regard England as a jumping-off ground for an eternal summer holiday in the sun among lesser breeds, looking to

them and the Empire for protection and economic stability, but had little or no sense of kinship with the sun-drenched fields beyond the terrace, or the chawbacons seen toiling there, taking advantage of the Coronation weather to cut and stack the long grass. He began to keep very much to himself, reading and browsing through the long afternoons on the terrace, and it was here, about a fortnight after Zorndorff’s visit, that he came across the two-page advertisement in the Illustrated London News that gave him at least a glimmering of an idea concerning his future.

It was a detailed announcement of the forthcoming sale by auction of a thirteen hundred acre Westcountry estate, owned by a family called Lovell, that seemed to have been very hard-hit by Boer marksmanship, for the heir, Hubert Lovell, had been killed at Modder River after winning a Victoria Cross, and his brother, Ralph, in a skirmish outside Pretoria. Their father, Sir George Lovell, had been a considerable landowner, with other and larger estates in Cumberland and Scotland, and the Devon manor-house, the home farm and five tenant farms, together with areas of surrounding woodland and common, were destined to come under the hammer at the end of the month unless disposed of, either as whole or in parcels, by private treaties.

It was an impressive and, he would judge, an expensive advertisement, for there were pictures of the house and the three dead Lovells, and a potted history of the family. The house looked impressive but neglected, a sprawling, porticoed building, built on the shallow ledge of a long slope crowned by woods, and seemed to Paul to be mainly Tudor, with Carolean or Georgian extensions east and west. It was approached by a sharply curving tree-lined drive and had clusters of spiralling chimneys that he associated with Elizabethan buildings. It looked squat, comfortable, weatherbeaten and commodious but it was not, in the first instance, the house that attracted his attention, so much as descriptions of the outlying farms, each of between four hundred and two hundred acres. The agents handling the sale announced that they would be open to separate sales of these properties, each of which had its own

farmhouse and farm-buildings, and their names read like an Arcadian rent-roll – Four Winds, The Hermitage, Deepdene, High Coombe and Low Coombe.

The oval portraits of the three Lovells interested him. The old man, Sir George, was a bearded, heavy-featured man, with bulging eyes and, Paul would judge, a sensual, bullying mouth. He looked more like an evangelist than a country squire. His elder son, Hubert, was handsome in an unremarkable and slightly effeminate way, with a smooth face and rather vacuous expression, whereas Ralph, the younger boy, was an almost comic caricature of a Regency rake, with his sulky mouth, mop of dark, unruly hair, and an expression that suggested wilfulness and a certain amount of dash.

He mulled over the advertisement all the afternoon, wondering how much one of the larger farms would cost, and whether, in fact, a serious bid could be made in advance. Four hundred acres, he felt, was a large enough bite to begin with, and at length, almost on impulse, he tore the two pages from the magazine and enclosed them in a brief, tentative letter to Zorndorff. He would be discharged, they said, in time to accept Zorndorff’s invitation to watch the Coronation procession from a private stand rented by the Austrian, and in his note he suggested that they might discuss the matter on that occasion if, in the meantime, his father’s solicitors could extract some relevant information from the agents of the sale. He was still only half-serious and wondered, as he sealed the letter, if Zorndorff would pour scorn on the notion, and employ arguments to launch him as a more genteel farmer in Malay or Africa, but after the letter had gone he felt curiously elated, as though at last he had done something positive to convert his fever dreams into reality. He watched the post eagerly during the week but all that arrived from Zorndorff was a telegram bearing the cryptic message, ‘Letter received; will discuss later; expecting you midday, Club, 24th instant,’ proving that Zorndorff, for all his apparent neglect, knew rather more regarding his immediate future than he knew himself. The Austrian’s club was an establishment in St James’ and the address was on one of the cards he had left with the sheaf

of documents that Paul had read with wandering attention. He thought, laying the telegram aside, ‘Damn the man, why does he have to go out of his way to dominate everybody?’ and then he thought he knew the answer in his case. He had, after all, been baulked by the flat rejection of the offer to launch his old friend’s son on a money-making career in the metal trade and was still, in his insufferable arrogance, determined to have his way in the matter. ‘And I daresay the little devil will in the end!’ Paul thought, glumly, ‘for he seems to have acquired the knack of making everyone bow the knee to him!’ He had, at that stage, a great deal to learn about Franz Zorndorff’s way of doing business.

IV

The newsvendor’s cry reached the cab as a continuous high-pitched whine, at the junction of the Strand and Waterloo Bridge Road, and Paul leaned out to wave so that the man dived into the traffic and seemed almost to come at the cab from under the bellies of two enormous horses dragging a brewer’s dray. The headline, in the heaviest black type, confirmed the rumour he had heard in the train; the new King was seriously ill, and the Coronation had been postponed indefinitely.

Craddock read the news unemotionally. The King was well over sixty and at that age any exalted man who took his pleasures as strenuously as Teddy might well be taken ill, might even die and be buried in Westminster Abbey. The cab swung into Trafalgar Square, merging into the solid stream of traffic debouching from the Mall, Whitehall and Northumberland Avenue, and here, over the Admiralty Arch, hung two huge portraits, framed in gilt ovals, of Edward and Alexandra, gazing out over chestfuls of decorations and diamonds at the traffic below. Craddock glanced up at them, remembering the barrack-room jokes he had heard about the King’s philanderings. He was, they said, the most persistent royal woman-chaser since Charles II, but she was a woman whose regality made jokes about them seem in bad taste. He

had waited, Paul reflected, forty years to mount the throne and now, at the very last minute, he was lying in bed awaiting a chancy operation. All the stands and scaffolding, the tinsel and bunting, were ready but now there would be no procession, no cheering crowds and no military bands but in their stead an orgy of impersonal grief for a bearded, corpulent man, fighting for his life and a chance to justify himself as man and monarch. Paul studied the faces of the people on the pavements but found there little indication of a national catastrophe, only the stress of scurrying through a whipped-up sea of horse traffic, pounding along to the accompaniment of a low-pitched roar. The sun continued to blaze overhead and the stink of fresh manure, blending with clouds of thick white dust, made Craddock’s nostrils twitch. They shook free of the mêlée about half-way down Pall Mall and turned into St James’ Street, where Zorndorff awaited him at his Club.

‘I suppose you’ve heard the news,’ Paul said, as he paid off the cabby, and the man grinned. ‘Couldn’t ’elp it, could I, Sir? Been screaming their ’eds orf since first light! D’you reckon he’ll make it, Sir?’

‘Why not?’ Craddock heard himself say, ‘he’s Vicky’s son; that ought to help!’

The cabby nodded eagerly and Paul noticed that he was no longer grinning. As he pocketed Craddock’s tip he said, ‘Funny thing, can’t seem to get used to the idea of a king. Kind o’ permanent she was, like the Palace over there, or Nelson back in the square! You keep forgettin’, gov’nor – you know, when they play “God Save the Queen – King”!’ and he saluted, flicked his whip and bowled away towards Piccadilly.

Craddock stood on the Club steps pondering for a moment. The man was right of course. Post-Victorian London was not the city he remembered of less than three years ago but he would have found it difficult to put the changes into words. The streets had always been jam-packed with slow-moving traffic, and reeking with odours of horse-sweat and dust, but the changes seemed to lie in the mood of passers-by, more brash and brittle than he remembered, with a little of the class rigidity gone, more audacity among the vendors, porters and

draymen, less assurance in the stride of those cigar-smoking, top-hatted gentlemen, as they walked down the hill towards St James’ Palace. He went on into the plush-lined lobby and when he mentioned Mr Franz Zorndorff the doorman at once became obsequious, and directed him to the dining-room, a vast, crowded rectangle, where the clatter of cutlery and the roar of conversation was as oppressive as the uproar outside. Zorndorff appeared through a cloud of waiters, calling, ‘Ah, my boy! Not in here, not in this babel! I’ve booked lunch in the members’ dining-room upstairs,’ and he seized Craddock by the arm and steered him up a broad staircase and along a corridor to a smaller room, with the words, ‘Members Only’ painted in gilt letters on the swing doors.

‘You’ll have heard the news, Paul? It must be a big disappointment for you,’ Franz said as the waiter, without waiting for the order, brought them two very dry sherries.

‘It might have been this morning,’ Craddock told him, ‘but after crossing London from King’s Cross I don’t mind admitting it’s a relief. Maybe I should have done it by stages, like a diver coming up from a great depth, but the noise and stink terrified me! I’m sorry for the Cockneys, though, they deserve a bit of glitter after putting up with this day and night.’

‘Come, you’re a Cockney yourself, Paul. You were born in Stepney and that’s within earshot of Bow, isn’t it?’

‘I’m not proud of it,’ Craddock said. ‘How the devil can you make decisions in such a hellish uproar?’

‘Far more expertly than I could make them beside the old rustic mill,’ Franz told him jovially, ‘for in London wits are whetted every time one crosses the street and as for this,’ he waved his hand in the general direction of Piccadilly, ‘this is nothing, my friend, to the midday congestion beyond Temple Bar, or south of the river on a weekday. We shall wait until evening before going there and drive back to my house in Sloane Street at sunset. You can stay here as arranged. I shall be busy except for today, but I imagine you have things to attend to.’

He went on to talk of general matters, the food, the King’s chances of a recovery, the effect of his illness on the political

scene, Paul’s wound and the post-hospital treatment prescribed for it, anything, Paul soon realised, to steer away from the subject of purchasing a Westcountry farm, but by now Paul had, to some extent, the measure of the man and felt reasonably secure in his affections, so that when the coffee and brandy had been served, and the waiter had ceased to make his swift, discreet dashes upon the table, he said, grinning, ‘Look here, Mr Zorndorff, if you think I’m an ass to have written that letter you can say so! You don’t have to avoid the subject, like a cat walking through puddles!’ Zorndorff twinkled, put on his avuncular look and replied, amiably, ‘There is a side to you that indicates a latent business acumen, my boy! You possess a quiet obstinacy wedded to a somewhat shattering directness of manner, a formidable combination under certain circumstances!’ He sipped and savoured his brandy, as Paul waited and then, carefully setting down the glass, he said seriously, ‘I hadn’t forgotten the letter and enclosures but before I even discuss it you must do something for me. A very small thing, but also an obligation of a kind, I think.’

‘Well?’

‘You must come down to the scrapyard. This evening, after my siesta. If you have really made up your mind to stick your nose in the dirt then you should give yourself the chance of deciding on the spot whether it is the three-per-cent-barring-acts-of-God dirt of a provincial farm, or the gilt-edged dirt of a bone yard! Afterwards? Afterwards we might get around to discussing your absurd proposition. Is that agreed?’

‘Certainly I’ll come to the yard with you. As a matter of fact I should like to, out of curiosity. I’ve never once been there, at least, not to my recollection.’

‘That,’ Zorndorff said, affably, ‘I already know, for your father fell into the error common to all artisans who have risen in the world. He was determined to ensure that his son wore a clean collar to work. This is very excellent brandy, but the flavour is a little elusive I think.’

‘Certainly no more so than you, Mr Zorndorff,’ Paul said, smiling, to which Zorndorff replied, ‘From now on, my boy, it would flatter me if you would address me as “Uncle Franz”. I

have cohorts of indigent nephews but none, alas, with a float of five thousand and expectations.’

The curious thing about this pronouncement, Paul noticed, was that, although larded with Zorndorff’s brand of laboured irony it was uttered in all sincerity.

They paid off the cabby at Tower Bridge, walking south-east into the maze of streets running between the Old Kent Road and the canal, and as they went along Paul was aware of a stronger and more tangible security than he had ever known. He did not understand why this should be so, only that, in some way, it emanated from the dapper little man tripping along beside him, an utterly incongruous figure here in his tweeds and billycock hat, twirling his cane to emphasise points in his flow of conversation. Zorndorff was obviously very much at home in this part of London, turning left or right without hesitation when, to Craddock, every seedy little street seemed the same and even their names ran in sets, the battles of the Crimea, the battles of the Indian Mutiny, the seacoast towns of the Cornish peninsula and a variety of flowering shrubs that had not been seen hereabouts for generations. The complexity of the brick labyrinth astonished him, for it went on and on until it melted into the bronze sky, under which the stale summer air was battened down by a pall of indigo smoke, rising from ten thousand kitchen-ranges behind the yellow brick terraces. The houses all looked exactly alike, narrow, two-storeyed little dwellings, bunched in squat, yellowish blocks, like rows of defeated coolies awaiting their evening rice issue. Here and there the occupiers (none were owners Franz told him) stood at the doors, obese, shirtsleeved men with broad, pallid faces, wrinkled old crones with furtive eyes and nutcracker jaws, shapeless, blowsy women in aprons, their moon faces curtained by great hanks of hair, and sometimes a very old man, like a Chelsea pensioner stripped of his uniform. The evening heat hung level with the chimney pots and although the litter carts were at work in the streets most of the rubbish escaped their revolving brooms and was whirled into the gutter. The curious thing

was that Craddock did not shrink from the scene, as he had from the comparatively clean streets of the West End, for although, on this side of the river, there was airlessness, and evidence of an appalling poverty, there was also a sparkle and vitality that intrigued and interested him, as though he was exploring the seamier section of a foreign city. Watching the West End crowds that morning he had seen individuals hurrying past in isolation but down here, where the yards spilled into one another, and the house numbers ran up to two hundred in stretches of less than a hundred yards, the Londoners were obviously a community and, as far as he could judge, a more or less contented community. It was the urchins in the street that interested him the most, bedraggled little ragamuffins, with the zest and impudence of city gamins all over the world. He watched them spill out of their narrow houses, calling to one another in their strong nasal accents, to torment the carter in charge of the water-sprinkler who was doing a very little towards laying the dust. Every time the cart-jets sprayed the urchins dashed within range of the nipples, accepting the flick of the carter’s whip as part of the sport. Franz said, ‘It astonishes you? The richest city in the richest country in the world? Perhaps you find it difficult to believe but it is far more salubrious than it was. When I came here in the ’sixties no man dressed like us would have dared to walk these streets, not even in daylight. You have read your Dickens, I imagine?’ and when Craddock told him that he had, he added, ‘There is still squalor to spare but not nearly so much vice, I think. This is largely because there is plenty of work within easy walking distance of these hovels. It is only down nearer the Docks that a man can get knocked on the head nowadays, and then only at night.’

As they went along, moving further south of the river, Franz pointed out various local landmarks. There was Peek Frean’s biscuit factory, employing over a thousand, and nearby the ‘Grenadier’ match factory, where there had been a national scandal over a number of operatives who had contracted the dreaded ‘phossy-jaw’, from contact with phosphorus. He did not need to point out the Tannery for the stench assailed

them as they rounded the corner of the high boundary wall and then, within a quarter-mile of this enormous building, they passed through the double-gates of the scrapyard and Craddock looked with amazement at his inheritance.

It was about two to three acres of wasteland, enclosed on three sides by the backs of terraced houses, and on the fourth by an eight-foot wall, surmounted with broken glass. Debris lay on all sides, strewn in what at first seemed utter confusion but when he looked more closely was seen to be stacked according to some kind of plan. The junk rose in a series of twenty-foot pyramids, built row upon row, like a terrible parody of a cornfield full of stooks, and round the base of each pyramid was a patch of cinders rutted by cart wheels. Every imaginable article of hardware was represented. Craddock saw brass bedsteads, buckled bicycles, tin baths, skeins of twisted, rusting pipes, holed and handleless pails, cracked lavatory pans, stoves, both whole and in fragments, stripped perambulator frames and at one point, between two mounds of rubbish, the better part of a tanker engine, looking like a dying dinosaur in a swamp.

‘Great God!’ he exclaimed, ‘you say my father actually liked working here?’

‘Most of the men and boys on piecework like it, at all events, they much prefer it to a steady job in a factory. We had a Salvation Army unit here last summer, and about a dozen of them were talked into attending a free camp on the Downs. Most of them were back here before the week was out, and even those who stayed spent their time looking for scrap.’

‘How much do you pay casual labour for this kind of rubbish?’

‘That depends on what they bring in. Certain metals, like copper, carry a bonus, but an average barrowload earns them about a shilling. If it comes by the cartload we weigh it on the weighbridge there by the office.’

Craddock glanced in the direction indicated and saw that one half of the yard was dotted by a dozen, slow-burning fires. In the still evening air the smoke ascended vertically and all the time smuts floated across his vision, drifting

by like cockroaches in a trance. The wooden hut that did service as an office was built on a steep concrete ramp and under the ramp were several carts, awaiting their turn to move on to the weighbridge. Franz led the way over, mincing along the narrow tracks between the rubble stacks, lifting his cane to acknowledge the checker’s respectful greeting. Craddock followed him up the ramp and stood on the platform looking out over the vast desolation. It was like, he thought, an illustration of Dante’s Inferno, that he had seen among sale catalogues that his father had kept in the glass-fronted bookcase at home, and the orange glow of the setting sun, lighting up acres of slate roofs to the west, shed an unlikely radiance on the squalor. Franz had gone into consultation with a beefy man in the office and Craddock stood quite still, looking across the yards to the vast huddle that surrounded St Paul’s in the far distance. He thought, ‘Twenty-eight thousand pounds out of this! It’s an ugly joke but the laugh is on poor devils who comb through refuse heaps at a shilling a barrowload!’ and as he thought this his ear caught the pleasant warble of a mouth-organ, playing ‘Lily of Laguna’ and he looked down beyond the weighbridge to see a boy aged about ten or eleven sitting on the nearside shaft of one of the carts, his bare legs swinging free, his hands cupped to his mouth so that Craddock could only see the upper part of a face, crowned by a mop of black hair. The child’s face and air of rapt concentration arrested him, so that for a moment he forgot his disgust for the place and concentrated on the musician, noting the boy’s breadth of forehead, large, thoughtful eyes, and above all, the statuesque set of head cocked sideways, as though listening intently to the wail of his own music.

Then something happened that made him shout a warning, for a carter ducked between the tailboard of the foremost cart and the head of the horse harnessed to the cart in charge of the boy, so that the animal, startled, threw up its head and the overloaded cart tilted, sending its load of scrap metal cascading over the tailboard and producing a clatter that set the terrified horse rearing, its hooves flailing

within inches of the carter now boxed between the wall of the ramp and the rear of his own cart.

The boy must have moved at fantastic speed, for when Craddock turned his head he was missing from his seat on the shaft and Craddock could only suppose him to have been thrown down between the footboard and the hind-quarters of the frantic horse. He turned to run down the steps but at that moment he saw the boy bob up on the far side and spring on the animal’s back, where he hung on with his knees as he tore off his jacket, leaned far over the neck and flung it over the animal’s head, holding it there as his body was flung backwards and forwards by the violent heaves. Gradually the animal quietened, straining outward away from the ramp and then, after what seemed to Craddock a long interval, the checker came running round to the far side of the queue and grabbed the bridle, throwing his weight on the horse’s head and then wheeling the cart out of line away from the ramp, so that the carter could rise shakily to his knees and stagger past his own vehicle to the weighbridge. The boy with the mouth-organ the swung his legs and slid to the ground and Craddock, to his amazement, saw that he was not only grinning, but still had his harmonica clutched in his right hand.

‘Serve yer bloody well ri’!’ he jeered at the man, ‘doncher know better’n to come on ’er from the blind side?’ whereupon he perched himself on a bollard besides the scales and at once proceeded to suck at his mouth-organ, until such time as the foremost cart moved off the weighbridge and it was his turn to follow it across the grating.

Craddock, spellbound by the incident, now saw that Franz was standing beside him.

‘That boy!’ he said, ‘I’ve never seen anyone react as quickly and intelligently! Who is he? I ... I’d like to give him something.’

Franz glanced into the yard.

‘I heard a lot of shouting,’ he said, ‘what happened?’ and when Craddock described the incident he said, carelessly, ‘Oh, they’re always getting and giving hard knocks down there. You don’t have to come here distributing your largesse’

and plunging a hand into his pocket, he called over the guard rail – ‘Here, boy! That’s one of Sophie’s horses, isn’t it?’ and the boy grinned up at them and said, ‘Yerse, Mr Zorndorff, it’s ole Betty, an’ she’s blind in one eye! Foster come up on ’er blind side so she turned nasty! She’s orlri’ now tho’, Mr Zorndorff!’ but when Zorndorff continued to frown he lost a little of his perkiness, pocketed his harmonica and ran over to help the men clearing away the litter that had spilled on to the carriageway.

‘Never mind that, come up here at once, you rascal!’ Zorndorff called, and the boy, looking like a pupil answering a headmaster’s summons, came slowly up the steps to the platform and stood before them, now looking furtive and dejected.

‘You’re one of Sophie Palfrey’s boys yourself, aren’t you?’ asked Franz sharply and the boy nodded, throwing back his mop of hair and converting the gesture into a surreptitious wipe of his nose. ‘I’m the oldest. Me Dad’s laid orf fer a bit, so Ma said to load up an’ bring what was waiting out back from las’ week!’

‘All right,’ said Zorndorff, gruffly, ‘I’m not blaming you for what happened but that horse of your mother’s is past working and we’ll have trouble with the inspector if you don’t send her to the knacker’s and get another. You’d best tell your mother that, you understand? Here ...’ and he tossed the boy a coin, which the child caught expertly and thrust into his pocket.

‘Cor, thanks, Mr Zorndorff,’ he said, carefree again, and skipped down the steps to help reload his cart.

‘What did you give him?’ asked Craddock, a little annoyed by Zorndorff’s cavalier handling of the situation, and when Franz told him sixpence he said it wasn’t enough, whereupon Franz turned on him fiercely and said, ‘It’s more than enough! You don’t know these people! Show them kindness and they’d be on top of you, with their tricks and excuses in two minutes! I know that family well. As a matter of fact that boy is a relation of a sort.’

‘A relation?’


‘He’s one of Sophie Carrilovic’s brood. She came over here and married a tanner called Palfrey, a thorough-going scoundrel who drinks all he earns and beats her regularly every Saturday night. She’s a Croat, one of the many who got word of me and migrated for pickings! It happens with every expatriate, the moment he gets his head above water! I’ve had them clamouring for work and somewhere to live for years, and at first I did what I could, remembering my own troubles, but there comes a time when a man has to harden his heart or go under.’

‘But the boy’s speed and courage saved that carter’s life,’ Paul protested.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Franz grunted, ‘but something of that kind happens here every day of the week. They have a saying, south of the river; there are only two kinds of folk – the quick and the dead! Damn it, man, the mortality rate among children of his kind is forty per cent up to the age of five and it doesn’t depreciate much in the next ten years.’

Craddock was silent and they moved into the office, an airless little building, littered with spiked invoices, price-lists and grimy box files. Here, and among all that debris below, thought Craddock, his father had lived out his life, accumulating thousands of pounds but ultimately bursting his heart lifting a piece of rubbish from a cart. It seemed a pitiful waste of energy and initiative, and his wife, the woman Craddock had never known, must have loathed it, and perhaps taken refuge in dreams of open country until the day she died. Down here, he reflected, the children of the poor fought for coppers, risking their lives handling half-blind horses and counting the acquisition of an extra sixpence a triumph. He thought again of all the men who had died in South Africa to maintain the momentum of the machine that opportunists like Franz Zorndorff thought of as a modern, highly-industrialised state. Well, at least the volunteers in South Africa had spent their final moments breathing fresh air, and under a sun that was not blotted out by sulphurous smoke and floating smuts but surely – surely to God there was a compromise between the England of yesterday, with

its fat farms and thriving local industries, and the grinding, impersonal money-machine that England had become in the last few decades? Surely somewhere, somehow, the industrial skills of the Watts and Stephensons and Faradays could be applied to a land that could still grow good corn and breed the best cattle in Europe? He said, deliberately:

‘Well, coming here has resolved any doubts I had, Uncle Franz. I’ll sell all my interests in this graveyard at once! I’ll accept whatever terms you propose, purchase over a period, or money down for a bargain price outright! And I won’t have second thoughts on this! You can get the lawyers to make out the papers tomorrow.’

He expected immediate protests, arguments, scorn, for down here, safe on his home ground, there was an edge to the Croat that was blunted in the West End, but Zorndorff only sighed and, lifting his case, spilled its contents on to the littered trestle table, poking among the papers until he found a slim clip of letters, with a buff telegram form on top. He said, with a shrug, ‘I had no real hope you would recant but at least I’ve done my duty by your father; it was always his wish you would take over this place and perhaps mould it into something as profitable but somewhat more conventional. However, I suppose I have a duty to your mother as well. You never knew her, did you?’

‘No,’ Paul said, ‘and very little about her, except that she was a countrywoman.’

‘She came, I believe, from somewhere in the Severn Valley but I am not familiar with the English provinces. That would be a hundred miles or so due east of this Shallowford place you wrote about? Well,’ he smiled his thin smile, ‘what is a hundred miles to a plough-boy, eh? You’ll see that I have secured an option on the place. You can go and look it over tomorrow, now that the Coronation is cancelled!’ and he handed Paul the papers which included the original advertisement from the Illustrated London News. Paul glanced at the telegram. All it said was, ‘Will meet Lieutenant Craddock Sorrel Halt 3.30 p.m. 24th instant. Latest information is thirteen thousand acceptable. Will confirm later. John Rudd, Agent.’


‘What the devil does it mean, Uncle Franz? It doesn’t make sense! I asked for a price on one of the farms, not the entire damned acreage and house!’

‘My boy,’ Franz said, ‘I told you your father found it impossible to stop thinking in sixpences. If you must farm then farm big! Don’t nibble! Take the biggest bite offered you! And when you get there don’t let this joker of an agent bluff you. They’ll take thirteen thousand gladly, if only to save the extra delay in selling off by lots. It’s clearly the best offer they’ve had. I should have stuck fast at twelve!’

‘But hang it,’ Paul exclaimed, exasperation with the Croat’s patronage overcoming his nervousness, ‘I haven’t got more than five thousand, have I? And I don’t know a damned thing about running an estate of this size! My idea was to learn farming, not set up as a squire over thirteen hundred acres!’

‘Oh, you’ll learn,’ Zorndorff said, with maddening unconcern. ‘This agent seems to know his business and doubtless he’ll stay on for a year or two. As to the money, you can leave that side of it to me. I’ll waive a point and release another eight thousand, plus a working capital of a thousand or two to tide you over until the rents come in. As to disposing of your share in this bone-yard, you’ll find me far less co-operative! You’ll keep your interest as long as I think fit, and remember, you can’t sell to anyone but me until your twenty-eighth birthday and I daresay you’ll be very glad of the income during the intervening period! It looks to me as if the place is badly run down.’

Paul sat on one of the office stools, trying to grapple with the magnitude of the new situation and finding it difficult not to succumb to panic.

‘How far am I committed?’ he demanded and the Jew, looking at him kindly, said, ‘You aren’t committed at all. This is an option, not a contract, boy. Go down and look at it. Ride about, ask questions, listen at keyholes if necessary. With this amount of money involved any safety device is permissible! But I’ll tell you one thing! Don’t come back here and admit that your nerve isn’t equal to it, and start hedging your bets by becoming a penny-piece freeholder among a

crowd of tenant-farmers, all of whom, I daresay, would buy their land if they had the guts and capital! If you do that you’ll soon be squeezed out and make a mess of it. In other words, stay there as boss or not at all! There’s only one way to farm in this country – on a big scale, with lesser men doing all the donkey work. That talk of starting at the bottom is put about by people at the top; those at the bottom stay there!’

‘You didn’t!’ Paul argued, chuckling in spite of himself, ‘my father told me the pair of you started with a working capital of less than a hundred!’

‘Ah,’ Zorndorff said, ‘that was before this country sold its soul to the devil! It’s very different nowadays. The day of the small man is over, I’m afraid!’ He pointed through the begrimed window to the weighbridge, where the line of carters was still waiting their turn. ‘Do you imagine any of those ruffians will ever sip brandy in St James’, as we did today? Only if there is another war, on a far vaster scale than the South African affair, and then only the gamblers among them.’

‘Why are you so eager to push me into this?’ Paul asked, suddenly, ‘you know it can never make money, not as you understand money?’

Franz said, shrugging, ‘That’s so, but apart from propitiating one’s involuntary sleeping partner and one’s sole, solvent nephew, I like a young man to follow his destiny even if it leads to the Official Receiver!’

It was some kind of answer but it was very far from being a complete or even an honest answer. Franz Zorndorff’s contempt for sentiment was genuine enough, but as he looked sidelong at Paul Craddock’s strong, narrow face and obstinate mouth it was not of his old friend that he thought but of the stately, aloof woman, who had been Josh Craddock’s country-bred wife. He fancied that, for the first time in all the years that had passed since he and Josh had thrown down their challenge to the world, she was regarding him with tolerance, or at least without disdain.






Chapter Two

I

John Rudd recognised him the moment the little train emerged from the cutting, a lean young man with a rather sallow face, head and shoulders thrust enquiringly through the window of a first-class compartment. Recognition did nothing to reassure the chunky, ruddy-faced man sitting the piebald cob and holding the grey gelding by a leading rein. Rudd thought, as the face disappeared, and the train ran alongside the platform, ‘That’s him all right, an ex-Yeomanry show-off, still wearing uniform a month after peace has been signed! A kid too, by the look of him, with plenty of somebody else’s money to burn, and all the answers in his narrow little head!’, and he kicked the flanks of the cob and moved forward, deciding that he would be damned before he dismounted and went into the booking-office to help the Prospect with his luggage. He couldn’t carry it anyway, since the idiot had told the Jewboy to wire asking for horses, and why should he have done that? Probably in order to cut a dash in his uniform so that now the luggage would have to come over on the carrier’s cart, a service that would cost him a florin. Rudd waited, glumly, more than ever convinced that he would be paid off and turned loose within the next month or so. After all, an ex-Yeomanry poop would not be likely to need an agent to run a six-farm estate. He would be sure to imagine he could do the job better himself.

Craddock had seen Rudd and been intimidated by the man’s moody stare, and the squareness of his seat on the piebald. He looked like a man who knew his business but also a person unlikely to give unprejudiced advice on matters involving his

personal future. Craddock slipped on his rucksack, all the luggage he had brought with him, and left the train, noting that nobody else got out at the halt but that his arrival caused a ripple among stationmaster, porter and two or three idlers sunning themselves on platform seats. They looked at him incuriously but steadily, so that he had to walk the gauntlet of their stares, surrendering his ticket and stalking through the booking-hall and into the station-yard, which was more like a garden with its tall hollyhocks, sunflowers and neat beds of geranium growing under the stationmaster’s windows. Rudd touched his low-crowned hat.

‘Lieutenant Craddock?’

‘Only “lieutenant’ until the first week of July,’ Craddock said, making a determined effort to smile as he shook the agent’s hand. ‘I’m in uniform because I was discharged from hospital yesterday and didn’t stop to buy civilian togs.’

Rudd surveyed him coolly, a little disconcerted by his youth and cordiality. ‘Maybe I’m wrong,’ he reflected, ‘maybe he’s a poop that can be handled with a little care,’ and he nodded briefly, swinging his leg over the cob and dismounting to slip the gelding’s stirrup-irons down the leathers.

‘She’s fat but you’ll find her comfortable, Mr Craddock. Been out to grass since early spring. Nobody to hunt her back end of the season,’ and he stood holding the crupper, while Craddock hoisted his stiff leg across the grey’s back. He managed it but not without grimace and Rudd said, casually, ‘You got it in the leg then?’

‘Knee joint,’ Craddock told him, ‘it doesn’t look much but it’s given everybody a hell of a lot of trouble.’

This seemed all there was to say so they set off down the curving white road side by side. It was not until they had crossed the main highway, and pushed on down a stony track leading across a wide stretch of gorse moor, that Rudd spoke again. To Craddock, who still found him intimidating, he seemed to do so with reluctance.

‘Maybe it was a good idea riding back. At least I can show you some of the country before you look at maps. Our boundary begins down there in the hollow, a mile or

so on. We shall go pretty well the entire length of our western border and pass two of the farms, Hermitage and Four Winds, both around three-fifty acres.’

‘How far is it?’ Craddock asked for something to say, and Rudd told him that the distance from Shallowford to Sorrel Halt, their nearest rail point, was a little over six miles. ‘It would have been much shorter,’ he added, ‘if the family hadn’t opposed the Great Western Railway crossing their land. As it is the branch line was kept to the far side of that main road that we crossed just now. That’s one reason that has kept us in the Middle Ages.’

He said this with a sneer and Craddock looked at him again, noting the firm flesh of his jaw which had the strength of a steel trap and the bleakness of hard, light blue eyes, now gazing straight ahead. He looked and rode, thought Craddock, as though he had seen service in a cavalry regiment and he might have been a year or so short of fifty. He said, with curiosity, ‘Have you been in the Army, Mr Rudd?’

The agent’s reaction was immediate. He swung round so sharply that the cob threw up its head and pranced a step or two as Craddock’s grey, evidently accustomed to its tantrums, neatly side-stepped giving Craddock’s leg a sharp twinge. They stopped, half-facing one another.

‘So they haven’t lost much time telling you!’ snapped Rudd and Craddock saw that his cheekbones were a network of tiny blue veins and that a pulse beat in his temples. He decided that he disliked the man on sight and replied, crisply, ‘Nobody’s told me anything, Mr Rudd. I explained that I was in hospital until forty-eight hours ago. All the arrangements were made by my father’s executor, Mr Franz Zorndorff, and neither he nor I have met or corresponded with anyone down here, save yourself.’

The anger went out of the agent’s face and he looked confused and shamefaced. He gave the reins a twitch and they moved on.

‘Then I beg your pardon,’ he said after a pause, ‘I had no cause to say anything like that, no cause at all! Damned bad manners on my part! I apologise, Mr Craddock.’


‘Very well,’ said Paul, his resentment ebbing, for the man now looked both depressed and uneasy, ‘we’ll forget I asked, except to say that it was a perfectly innocent remark on my part. While we are at it, however, am I right in imagining you resent me coming here? If so, it might help us both if you explained why?’

Rudd reined in again and sat quite still, staring over the hillside to a great sprawl of woods on the far edge of the moor and it seemed to Craddock that he was almost willing the nearest clump of oaks to topple and crash. Suddenly he looked directly at Craddock and his full lips twitched in an unexpectedly frank smile.

‘I don’t blame you thinking me a rum ’un,’ he said, ‘but the fact is I’m pretty much on edge these days and there’s reason enough for that right enough! I’ve been waiting here ever since Sir George died up north, and even before that I had no kind of instructions from him or his solicitors. They even let me read about Mr Hubert’s death in the newspapers. I suppose Shallowford means little enough to them but they might have had the decency to reassure me about my own future. After all, I’ve served them well for close on twenty years, and if they had any complaints I’ve yet to hear of them!’

‘You mean your position as agent has neither been confirmed nor terminated since the estate was put up for sale?’

‘I’ve not had a word, one way or the other, nothing except a telegram about the furniture sale from the solicitors.’

‘It all seems a bit casual,’ Craddock said, ‘and I can understand you feeling touchy about it. Did you intend leaving when Shallowford is sold?’

‘I’ve nothing else in the offing at the moment,’ Rudd said grimly, ‘but it would be unreasonable to discuss that with you at this stage. In any case,’ he paused a moment, looking down at the cob’s bristles, ‘to be honest it wasn’t my position here that made me fly off the handle just now. I jumped to the wrong conclusion, that’s all.’

‘That the Lovell family had written to me about you?’

‘Yes, and rather more than that.’


‘You can’t expect me to follow you there, Mr Rudd. Either tell me what’s in your mind or let’s ride on and we can discuss your position as agent when I’ve had a chance to make up my mind. It isn’t made up in advance, you know.’

Rudd said, breathing heavily, ‘No ... wait, Mr Craddock! You’ve served overseas, so it isn’t like talking to a complete stranger. I’d rather tell you at once why that “innocent question” of yours encouraged me to make an ass of myself! The fact is, I have served in the Army. Until I was twenty-eight I held a commission in the Light Cavalry and I too served in Africa but another part of Africa.’ He paused a moment and then said, flatly, ‘I was cashiered, more or less.’

‘How can an officer be cashiered “more or less”?’ Craddock asked.

‘What I mean is it wasn’t official but it was a drumming-out just the same,’ Rudd said, ‘and it wasn’t for debt either but something a damned sight worse! It was that that gave the Lovells, father and sons, the edge on me all these years, and they still have it, even though all three of them are dead now, damn them! And on top of it all Hubert had to win a V.C.! Well, thank God I wasn’t called upon to congratulate him on that!’

‘Then the Lovells were bad people to work for?’

‘They were but I don’t hate them for that,’ Rudd said, ‘any more than do the rest of the people around here, folk dependent upon them for one reason or another.’ He seemed to rise slightly in his stirrups and survey the whole sweep of the moor as far as the sea. ‘This has been a bad place to be,’ he said quietly, ‘rotten bad for three generations if you had no means to escape from it! It need not have been but it was, for they made it so, one and all! It took me years to make up my mind about that, that it was them and not the place itself. However, that doesn’t explain my touchiness, does it?’, and unexpectedly he smiled again and kicked his heels, so that the cob began to walk on down the slope and the well-mannered grey followed.

‘I don’t see that you are under the slightest obligation to explain things to me at this stage,’ Paul said.


‘Oh, come, Mr Craddock,’ said Rudd, good-humouredly, now, ‘suppose I left it there? You would only get to wondering and wondering and be driven to find out one way or another. Anyone would, especially a lad your age, who could never imagine it happening to him.’

‘A good deal has happened to me already,’ Paul said. ‘I only pulled through by a miracle. They gave me up time and again and I got in the habit of hearing my chances chewed over by doctors and nurses. That can teach you a thing or two if you’ll let it.’

Rudd looked frankly at him and for the first time there was tolerance in his eyes.

‘Exactly what did it teach you that was new, Mr Craddock?’

‘Patience, I suppose, and gratitude for being alive. Also respect for people who seemed to go to a great deal of trouble to improve one’s chances – those kind of things.’

‘I was a pupil at a different kind of school,’ Rudd said. ‘Did you ever hear of the Prince Eugène Napoleon? The “Painted Emperor’s” son, the one killed in the Zulu War?’

‘Certainly. He was killed on June 1st, 1879, whilst on reconnaissance during the advance on the Zulu capital.’

‘Now how the devil do you come to know that?’ exclaimed Rudd, and Craddock chuckled. ‘Because it happens to have been the day I was born, so naturally I made a mental note of it when I’d read an account in one of the Strand Magazines we had at home.’

‘Now that’s very odd,’ said Rudd, musing, ‘that’s damned odd! If I was a superstitious man I’d say that was some kind of omen but good or bad I wouldn’t know. Do you recall the circumstances?’

‘No, I’m afraid I don’t,’ said Craddock, ‘but I imagine you liked the Prince Imperial as much as you seem to have liked your late employers.’

‘About even I should say,’ retorted Rudd easily, ‘for both had a peculiar propensity for winning notoriety at other people’s expense! That young man had nobody but himself to blame for what happened. He off-saddled in shoulder-high grass out of range of the camp, with one wretched lieutenant and six

troopers as escort. The Zulus jumped the troop and they had to bolt for it. Everyone got away but the Prince. He was riding a nervous horse and couldn’t get a leg over when the firing started. He had about a dozen assegai wounds when they found him. All in front. Very proper.’

‘How were you involved?’

‘I was sent after the patrol by an officer who should never have sent it out in the first place, and when I met them coming back hell for leather I turned and rode in with them. Was that so odd? What is a man supposed to do when he sees a reconnaissance patrol riding for their lives? Stop them and ask for a written report?’

It was strange, Craddock thought, how time had done nothing to dull the man’s memory of that single moment of panic, now twenty-three years behind him. It was as though, up to that moment, nothing of importance had occurred to him, and after it he had lived a kind of half-life in which the most sensational event came a poor second to a wild gallop across the veldt, with troopers gasping out news that the Prince Imperial was back there, speared through by assegais.

‘Why are you telling me all this, Mr Rudd?’ he asked and Rudd said, ‘God knows! I haven’t mentioned it to anyone else in twenty years! Not that everyone here doesn’t know about it, Sir George and Hubert saw to that.’

‘But they continued to employ you as their agent.’

‘That’s why they employed me and also why I stayed. What kind of future was open to a man who had turned tail and abandoned a Prince Imperial to a few savages?’

They rode silently for a moment and then Craddock said, ‘Very well, now you’ve told me, but as far as I’m concerned I don’t give a damn what bad luck you ran into all that time ago. I’ve done my share of dodging tricky situations and so has every other soldier, unless he’s a fool, or a bit slow off the mark! I was hoping to rely on you for straightforward advice on my chances of making some kind of success with this place; if I decided to buy, that is, but you ought to know right away that it wasn’t my idea at all but Zorndorff’s. I can’t even legally buy it for another five years.’


Rudd looked surprised. ‘You mean your money is tied up until then?’

‘That’s so but it needn’t necessarily stop a purchase. Mr Zorndorff seems anxious that I should take the plunge, although administration of an estate this size was only a vague notion at the back of my mind, something I used to think about when I knew I would be invalided out. I’ve had no previous experience and wanted a single farm. The only qualifications I have are that I should be interested and I can ride. I’m not a crock either. When this stiffness eases I’ll be as fit as the next man. I wanted an open-air life and Mr Zorndorff seemed to think this was as good an opportunity as any.’

Rudd was smiling again. The man had almost as wide a range of expression as Zorndorff. No trace remained of his previous sullenness and he looked, Craddock now felt, like a man one could trust.

‘Well, I suppose you might do worse, things being what they are and I mean your circumstances, not those of the estate. It’s badly run down and peopled with backward, lazy rascals but they ought to welcome you; if they have any sense that is! The Lovells took their rents every quarter day for a century or more and cursed them if they asked for a new tile on the roof. You’ll need to put money into it for a spell but the land on this side is as good as any in Devon and there’s good timber behind the house. The Home Farm is in shape, for I’ve seen to that, and Honeyman is a good farmer. It’s in the Coombe area that you’ve got layabouts and they’re mostly confined to one family, the Potters, of Low Coombe. However, there’s no point at all in my influencing you one way or the other at this stage, you’ll have to make up your own mind after you’ve gone the rounds.’ He chuckled and glanced sidelong at Craddock through half-closed eyes. ‘Well, this is a rum do I must say! I expected all kind of developments when I got the enquiry but nothing quite like this, I can assure you.’ And then he seemed to brace himself in the saddle, assuming a paternal, businesslike air. ‘We’re about half-way down,’ he said, ‘so I’ll do what I should have done at first instead of crying on your shoulder, Mr Craddock!’ He

pointed left towards the steep wood that bounded the moor. ‘That’s Hermitage Wood, close-set oak and beech mostly but with a big fir plantation higher up. This moor is called Blackberry Down and it’s common land, used by us and also by the Gilroy Estate, our nearest neighbour across the Teazel. That’s the smaller of the two streams, this one on your right is the Sorrel that flows through our land as far as the sea at Coombe Bay, four miles from here. Coombe Bay isn’t much more than a small village but we own some property there, held on long leases. The roads runs beside the river here for a mile or more and the park wall is over there on your left, beyond Hermitage Farm. Martin Codsall’s Farm, Four Winds, is down there across the river, the biggest we’ve got, and fairly well run. Above you, hidden by that clump, is Hermitage, farmed by Pitts and his son, sound enough chaps but very unenterprising. Beyond the park wall ...’

He broke off as Paul, lifting his head, trotted forward and reined in on the very brow of the hill where he could look across the long, rolling slope to the sea.

‘One minute, Mr Rudd,’ he called. ‘I’ve never seen anything quite like this before!’ and he swept the prospect from west to east, from the thin sliver of the Teazel marking Gilroy’s boundary on the right, to the high, wooded bluff above the outfall of the River Sorrel, that ran below in a wide curve to the left. He could sniff the sea breasting the scent of heather and gorse, a smell of summer released from the bracken by the grey’s hooves, and hear the light breeze shaking Martin Codsall’s corn on the slope where Four Winds’ meadows met the great sweep of the woods and the Sorrel, ten yards wide, and spanned by a wooden bridge, began its final curve to the sea. He could even see the sun glinting on a roof in the distant village and as his eyes followed the course of the shallow stream a kingfisher flashed and then disappeared into the brake.

Rudd said, ‘Ah, it looks tame enough now, Mr Craddock; but some of its moods are damned ugly! You should see it when the sou’westers come roaring in from over the Whin, and sleet drives at you from every point of the compass!’,

and he led the way down on to the track that followed the bend of the river; a broad path thick with spurting white dust that swept up in clouds and then settled to bow the stalks of cowparsley in the hedgerow on their side of the river.

It was this tall bank that held Paul’s attention until they passed the angle of the grey stone wall, bordering the park, for its colours defied the dust every yard of the way. Tall ranks of foxgloves grew there, and at their roots a thick carpet of stitchwort, ragwort, dandelion, honeysuckle, dog rose and campion. The air throbbed with the hum of insects and huge bumble bees droned from petal to petal, like fat, lazy policemen checking the doors of silent premises. As they trotted past the wooden bridge Rudd told him that it was the only one spanning the Sorrel between the railway and the sea, and rightly belonged to Codsall of Four Winds but was used by everyone when the ford from which the estate derived its name was impassable. As the little grey lodge came in view beyond the Home Farm buildings, he added, ‘I took the liberty of getting Mrs Handcock, the housekeeper, to make you up a bed in my lodge. There used to be a lodge-keeper of course, and I lived up at the house, but when he left I moved in and have been too lazy to shift. I’m a widower, and can look after myself although one of Tamer Potter’s sluts looks in to clean up every once in a while. I live a solitary life down there and get sick of my own company, so you’ll be welcome to stay with me as long as you are here. The guest rooms up at the big house are in poor shape. If we get a wet spell after this long drought the ceilings will leak.’

‘The lodge will suit me very well,’ Paul said but absently for he was still a prey to pleasurable excitement and nagging anxiety, sparring one with the other just below his belt. The whole place, he thought, was so immense, and not only vast and awesome but overpowering. By acquiring suzerainty of such a domain, he would be shouldering the cares of a small kingdom and that without a notion of how to rule unless he placed himself under the thumb of this square-faced, unpredictable agent, a man who rode with a chip on his shoulder, a chip the size of a French Prince.

He must, he told himself, take plenty of time to think this out, and do his thinking in solitude.

The park gates looked as if they had remained open for years and hung by rusting hinges to a pair of fifteen-foot stone pillars, crowned by stone eagles. A stone’s throw from the entrance was the ford, paved with flat stones and no more than six inches deep where the river ballooned into a pond. Geese honked among buttercups and anemones growing on the margin, and the lodge, a snug little house with a pantiled roof and trim muslin curtains, stood only a few yards inside the drive. All that Paul could see of the house itself was a cluster of chimney pots soaring above the last few chestnuts of the drive which curved sharply at the top of the steep ascent, where grew huge clumps of rhododendron, now in flower.

Mrs Handcock, the housekeeper, came waddling to the lodge door as they clattered up and Rudd, dismounting, introduced Paul, giving the horses to a boy of about twelve who somehow contrived to hoist himself on to the cob and rode away across the paddock to the Home Farm. The housekeeper was a large, pink-faced woman about fifty, with greying hair and a rich Westcountry brogue, the first purely Devon accent Paul had ever heard. She was respectful in her approach but by no means humble, as she shepherded him into the parlour where the table was laid for tea, a traditionally Devonshire tea of scones that Mrs Handcock called ‘chudleys’, and huge bowls of homemade strawberry jam, served with thick, yellow cream. Paul was too elated to do justice to her hospitality but he did his best and was afterwards shown to his room which was very small but scrupulously clean, with a copper can of hot water set ready for his use. He listened a moment to the rumble of Rudd’s voice below, guessing that the agent was giving Mrs Handcock his first impressions of The Prospect but then he thought that this was taking mean advantage of them and having washed, came downstairs again, to find Rudd very much at ease in his big armchair, with jacket off, feet up and a Meerschaum pipe between his teeth. Paul lit his own pipe and tried to pretend that he too was at ease but Rudd was not fooled. He said, ‘I didn’t tell you the

conditions of the furniture sale, Mr Craddock. The curtains and carpets, together with various fittings labelled “R”, go with the property; all the other stuff is up for sale the day after tomorrow. Coombes and Drayton are doing it from Whinmouth, that’s our nearest town, some three miles west of Gilroy’s place, across the Teazel. If you have made your decision before the auction you can bid for anything you want, or I’ll get someone to bid for you. Would you like to go up there now, or will you wait until morning?’

‘I should like to go now,’ Paul said, ‘and if it’s all the same to you, Mr Rudd, I’d prefer to poke around on my own. I can make notes of anything I might want to ask and I expect you’ve got plenty to do.’

‘I’ve got an inventory to make out,’ Rudd told him. ‘The lawyers have been pestering me for it ever since the sale notices went up. The place is locked so you’ll need the front-door key,’ and he handed Craddock a key that looked as if it would have opened a county gaol. ‘I usually have a toddy before bed,’ he added, ‘would you care to join me, after dusk?’

‘Very much,’ Craddock said, ‘and convey my thanks to Mrs Handcock for the tea.’ He left then, more than ever anxious to be alone, yet conscious of a growing liking for the agent, and climbed the steep drive, discovering the brazen heat had gone from the day and that long, evening shadows were now falling across the smaller paddock, beyond which he could just see what looked like a formal garden enclosed by ragged box hedges. It was so quiet that he could hear the rustle of birds in the rhododendron thickets and then, as he rounded the curve, there was the house twenty yards distant, looking like a great grey rock, with the last rays of red-gold sunlight lighting up its westerly windows but its eastern wing blank, as though such life as remained in the pile had gone to watch the sunset.

It was easier to assess its age and character than had been possible by studying the picture in the Illustrated London News; Craddock saw at once that it was really two houses, of widely separated periods. The centre block, notwithstanding its portico and Doric columns, was a stone Tudor farmhouse,

with two squarish windows set low in the wall. The massive front door was the kind of entrance suggested by the key and although at first sight the two styles represented in the frontage seemed incongruous yet they seemed to have learned to tolerate one another over the years, the marriage having been accomplished by a mantle of creeper running wild along the whole front of the building. The main windows, opening on to the terrace, looked as if they gave upon spacious rooms and the terrace itself was unpretentious, divided in half by the semi-circular approach fronting the pillars, and bounded by a low stone wall spaced with stone cranes or herons.

Craddock stood looking up at it for several minutes, watching the west windows turn ruby in the sun and as he stared, eyes half closed against the sun, the silent building began to stir with life, so that he saw it as an ageing and once beautiful woman, awaiting the return of sons who had marched away centuries since and been swallowed up in a forgotten war. There was patience here, patience and a kind of desperate dignity, as though all hope of their return had never been abandoned, and that one day all the windows would glow with candles. Craddock tried to relate this dignity and repose with the little that Rudd had told him of the family who had lived here for a century or more but he found this very difficult, for somehow the house did not strike him as morose, merely forsaken and resigned. Yet about the middle section of it, the oldest, Elizabethan block, vitality lingered, the older tenants still seeming to exert more influence than the Lovells and this conviction was so real that Craddock would not have been surprised if, as he watched, lights had flickered in that part of the house leaving each wing dark and lifeless.

He climbed the stone steps and wrestled with the giant key, the lock turning more easily than he had anticipated, and the great door swung back with a sound like an old man’s cough. He left the door open, for it was dim in the slate-slabbed hall and here he saw that the early-Victorian architect’s work on the interior had been more bold than outside, for beyond the great empty fireplace a stair ran up in a well-contrived curve and each step was so broad and

shallow that it promised an easy ascent to those short of wind. There was not much furniture in the hall and what there was was shrouded in green dust-sheets. Some of the portraits had lot numbers attached to them and Craddock, recalling the hard faces of Sir George and younger son, guessed they were portraits of Lovells from 1806 onwards; they had the same bleakness of eye and stiff formality of dress that he had noted in the photographs in the magazine.

He glanced in two reception-rooms, one on each side of the hall, finding them half-full of shrouded furniture, most of which was lotted, but here and there was a piece labelled with an ‘R’. The reserved pieces, he noticed, were mostly heavy oak or draperies, like the big refectory table and the faded curtains looped with silk ropes as thick as cables. He went back into the hall and down the stone passage leading to the kitchens but the light here was bad so he returned and ascended the stairs, hesitating at the top where there was a kind of minstrel gallery, trying to decide whether to take the left- or the right-hand corridor.

He was standing here when he heard the sound of a footfall on a wooden floor, and hearing it repeated identified the sound of someone walking in one of the rooms in the west wing. He was on the point of retracing his steps, and locking the door behind him, when he remembered that he was as authorised to be here as anyone else, so he walked quietly in the direction of the sounds until he came to the door at the very end of the corridor. It was slightly ajar but when he stopped and listened again the sounds had ceased, so after a preliminary cough he walked into what had obviously been a nursery, for there were toys strewn about, including a large dappled rocking-horse and over in the corner a vast three-fold children’s scrap screen of the kind that every upper-class nursery possessed. Then, over by the tall window, where the square panes had turned to stained glass in the setting sun, he saw the girl.

Astonishment made him the trespasser. He stood just inside the door gaping, and she stared back, an instinctive defiance stemming from anger rather than alarm. She was, Craddock decided on the spot, the most exciting woman he had ever

seen. Not in illustrated books, nor in the course of his visits to picture galleries or in his dreams, did he recall having seen anyone who made such an immediate impact upon his senses. She was wearing a light blue riding habit, hitched at one side, a white silk blouse frilled at the throat to give the impression of a stock and was bareheaded, her dark hair gathered in a broad grey ribbon. Her eyes matched her costume exactly, her nose was short and straight and her small but very resolute chin had a large dimple an inch below a small, red mouth. But what impressed him more than her good features or bearing, was the texture of her skin, which was pale and waxlike, very firm and entirely without blemish. Her hair, removed from the strong rays of ruby light that flooded the windows, would have seemed jet black, giving the taut skin of her cheeks and forehead an almost phosphorescent glow. She was not much above five feet in height but the cut of her habit, enclosing a small waist and emphasising the upward sweep of her breasts and downsweep of her sturdy thighs, added a fictitious inch or so to her figure.

He stood staring at her and she stared back, one hand gripping the curtain, the other holding a riding switch, and perhaps thirty seconds passed before she said, sharply: ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ The voice betrayed no trace of fear, or even surprise, only a leashed and rather daunting anger.

He said, uncertainly, ‘My name is Craddock, Paul Craddock. I’m looking over the house. Mr Rudd, the agent, gave me the key,’ and he held it up as though it had been his ticket of admission and she was the janitor. She considered him and the key for a moment but her expression did not relent. She still glowered at him, as though he had been a strange male who had blundered into her bedroom, so he tried again, this time a little hoarsely, for his throat was dry and his heart was pounding.

‘I arrived this afternoon, Rudd and I rode over from the station.’

‘Why?’

She spat the word at him so sharply that it converted his uncertainty into indignation.


‘Why not? My father’s trustee has an option on the estate!’

Her expression softened and there was curiosity in the eyes.

‘Does he intend buying the place? Buying the estate as a whole?’

‘He might,’ Paul said, ‘and on my behalf but it’s far from settled yet.’ Then, tentatively, ‘Do you live here? Rudd said the house had been empty for some time.’

Her eyes left him for the first time since he had entered the room. She glanced first at the bare floor, then out of the window.

‘No,’ she said, less aggressively, ‘I don’t live here. I used to come here a great deal; some time ago, before ... before the war!’

Her reluctance to speak the word gave him a clue. He said, lightly, ‘Ah, you knew the Lovells then?’

‘Of course!’, and that seemed to be all the information she was prepared to give for suddenly she seemed to slump a little, as though bored with the conversation. After a pause, however, she went on, ‘I must go now, it’ll be dusk before I’m home. I’ve got a horse in the yard and four miles to ride. ‘I’m sorry I startled you, I should have asked Rudd for the key. I only came here to look at some furniture.’ Then, in a few long strides, she was past him and before he could think of an excuse to detain her she was half-way along the passage, her high-heeled riding boots clacking on the bare boards. A door banged somewhere behind the kitchens and after that there was silence, a slightly eerie silence he thought, as though she had been a ghost and he had imagined the encounter.

He crossed to the window asking himself impatiently why a chance meeting with a pretty girl in an empty house should disturb him, both emotionally and physically. She was obviously here without authority and had probably decided to bluff. He wondered briefly how she had managed to unlock the back door and why she should have seemed so resentful of him. She had, he decided, been musing and had made her way to this particular room for that purpose. Her pose over there by the window had betrayed as much and his sudden

appearance breaking into her reflections, had startled her, so that, in a sense, her anger had been counterfeit. He remained standing where she had stood, wondering if she would circle the west wing and appear at the crest of the drive, but when he heard or saw something of her he fell to thinking about women in general and his relations with them in the past.

His experience with women had been limited but although technically still a virgin he was not altogether innocent. There had been a very forward fourteen-year-old called Cherry, who had lived in an adjoining house in Croydon, when he came home for school holidays and Cherry had succeeded in bewitching but ultimately terrifying him, for one day when they were larking about in the stable behind her house, she had hinted at the mysterious differences between the sexes and when, blushing, he had encouraged her to elaborate, she had promptly hoisted her skirt and pulled down her long cotton drawers, whereupon he had fled as though the Devil was after him and had never sought her company again, although he watched her closely in church on successive Sundays, expecting any moment to see forked lightning descend on her in the middle of ‘For all the Saints’. Then there had been a little clumsy cuddling at Christmas parties, and after that a flaxen-haired girl called Daphne whom he had mooned over as an adolescent and had thought of a good deal in the Transvaal but now he had almost forgotten what Daphne looked like and had not recalled her name until now. Finally there had been an abortive foray across the frontier in the company of a self-assured, toothy officer, called Prestcott-Smythe, the two having ventured into a brothel at Capetown, where Paul spent a few embarrassing moments with a Hottentot whore. The experience was something he would have preferred to forget and indeed, almost had forgotten save for the girl’s mousey smell and repellent gestures. After that the Veldt and the exclusive company of men until he was wounded, and in the hospital any attempts to establish extra-professional relationships with volunteer nurses had been nipped in the bud by the Countess who regarded every officer as her personal prerogative. So he stood thinking, glancing round the

musty nursery and wondering what compulsive memories had directed the girl here when she had every reason to suppose that the house would be empty. The rocking horse, and the faded scrap screen offered no answer and apart from the few scraps of peeling wallpaper there was little else in the room. Then, unexpectedly, he saw her again, riding a neat bay round the south-western corner of the house below the window and as he watched she flicked the horse into a slow canter at the head of the drive and they passed out of sight under the avenue of chestnuts. He saw a swift flash of blue as she passed the gate pillars and then nothing more, so that excitement ebbed from the day and he made his way down the shallow stairs, letting himself out and carefully re-locking the door.

Dusk was falling outside and a blue mist lay under the woods enclosing the house from the back. The front windows were blank and there was no life in the house, not even the original block beyond the pillars. He noticed also that paint and plaster were peeling from parts of the façade and that the old building now looked more like a near-ruin than a dignified woman awaiting the return of dead men. Yet the vivid memory of the girl’s eyes and pale, waxlike skin remained as he made his way back to the lodge and as soon as he had settled over a toddy with Rudd he told the agent of his encounter, expecting surprise and possibly indignation at a trespass but Rudd only shrugged when he described the girl and her curiously aggressive reception.

‘That’ll be Grace Lovell,’ he said, carelessly, and when Paul asked if she was a granddaughter of the old Squire Rudd chuckled.

‘By no means,’ he said, ‘simply a family hanger-on of a kind, although perhaps that’s a bit unfair on the girl. Her father, Captain Bruce Lovell, is the family ne’er-do-well and even he is only a cousin. He took one of the Lovell houses at Coombe Bay after his retirement from the Gunners and was quite a charge on them all until he remarried. His wife was a Voysey, very wealthy family from Derbyshire I understand. But in marrying her Bruce bit off more than he could chew, or so I’m told. The girl’s been very troublesome too. She was

to have married Ralph, the younger son of the old man, but Kruger put paid to that of course.’

As always when he discussed the Lovells Rudd’s manner hardened but somewhere at the back of Paul’s mind a shutter opened and the girl’s display of anger at being discovered in the empty house began to make sense.

‘Was it a family match or were they fond of one another?’ he asked but at that the agent’s casualness left him and he looked at Paul with a kind of exasperation.

‘Look here, if you’ve been smitten by Grace Lovell my advice is forget her. She’s tarred with the same old brush, an indiscipline that can show itself in obstinacy, bloodymindedness, or a sort of madness. There’s congenital rottenness in that family somewhere along the line. Sometimes I used to dismiss it as arrogance coming from always having had too much money, but other times ... well, I’m not going to bore you with more confessions. They’re all dead now, at least, the three I had to do with are, and I’m done with them, thank God, so take another glass before you go to bed and tell me what you thought of the house up yonder.’

They talked for a spell of the fabric of the building and Rudd told him something of its growth from a manor farmhouse, older by far than any other farm on the estate, to its present unmanageable size. The main changes were made in the early eighteen-twenties, on the proceeds of prize-money won by the first Lovell’s brother, who had been lucky during the long war with France. Paul listened with assumed interest but his mind was not much exercised by Rudd’s estimates of how much it would cost to put Shallowford and surrounding property in order after two decades of neglect. It was engaged in following a flash of blue beyond the ford and across country to the sea. ‘Smitten’ was the word the agent had used, and Paul was regretting now that he had betrayed interest in the girl. Rudd, however, interpreted his polite affirmatives as a desire for bed and presently arose, knocking out his pipe.

‘We’ll do the round tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you the worst part first, over in the Coombe, and then we’ll look for something better at Hermitage and Four Winds in the west.

Good night to you, Mr Craddock. There’s a candle on the hall tray.’

He went up and Paul soon followed but it was a long time before he slept. His wound ached from the long ride and the owls in Hermitage Wood were hunting and making a great deal of noise about it. Soon the moon rose, flooding the tiny chamber with a silver light, and at last Craddock slept, most of his doubts unresolved.

II

Nobody could have said with certainty how the Potters of Low Coombe received warning of The Prospect’s visit. They were usually the first to get news, even of insignificant events and Smut Potter, the poacher, who saw Craddock’s arrival at the station probably passed the word around. The Potters lived with a communal ear to the ground and could hear and interpret every rustle of rumour between the sea and the far side of the moor beyond the railway line. The green basin they occupied under the wooded, sandstone bluff suggested a gypsy encampment but in place of caravans were ramshackle buildings centred on a ruinous cob farmhouse and life revolved around the pump which, at this time of year, was hidden by docks, chickweed and shoulder-high nettles. A long clothes-line stretched from the pump to the nearest oak and along it, on any fine day, hung an astonishing array of threadbare garments, all the way down from Old Tamer’s long woollen pants to the pinafore of Hazel, the youngest of the Potters, a half-witted nine-year-old, as wild as any animal in the woods.

Nobody, not even Tamer himself or his brown-faced, handsome wife Meg, could give the full strength of the clan at any given time. Potter boys and Potter girls were always coming or going and as often as not some of Meg’s Romany kinsfolk were encamped in the Coombe, although, under Sir George, this had been forbidden upon penalty of eviction, for it gave every local poacher an alibi. Tamer and his wife

had been living at Low Coombe for as long as most Valley folk could remember, sometimes farming the ninety-odd acres between the sea and Edwin Willoughby’s farm, higher up the Coombe, but subsisting in the main upon the driblets of money the children brought in, Sam, the eldest boy, from the sale of firewood, Smut, the second boy, from poaching and the three elder girls from what they earned as part-time domestics and the occasional sale of their lusty, unwashed bodies. But for all their improvidence the Potters were a happy-go-lucky brood, each with their father’s eye for a quick profit and their mother’s resilience, nurtured by the systematic persecution of Romanies. They were ragged, dirty, thieving and irrepressible but they seldom went short of food and not one of them had ever been laid aside by a day’s illness. Peasant cunning on the part of Tamer, allied to possession of the Evil Eye on the part of his wife, may have contributed to their survival, for although they were despised and avoided by respectable families like the Codsalls, the Pitts and the Derwents, and treated with tolerance by their immediate neighbours, the Willoughbys, few in the Sorrel Valley cared to incur the hostility of the men, or the witchcraft of Meg, who was credited with the power to distribute blessings or blights, according to her inclination.

The scene in Low Coombe that morning was akin to the scurry in a Highland glen after word had arrived that redcoats were arriving to search for arms and Jacobites. At first there was a wave of panic, showing itself in wildly disordered attempts to clear away litter, strip the clothes-line and shore up tottering walls but the Potters could never engage in sustained activity and after half-an-hour’s running here and there Old Tamer called a conference round the pump, pointing out that perhaps, in the circumstances, it would be more profitable to advertise extreme poverty, rather than create an impression that the Potters were sober, industrious farmers. Rudd, the agent, would never be taken in by a last-minute spit-and-polish whereas the new squire (the Potters, one and all, already thought of Paul as such) should be given no excuse for thinking the family was self-sufficient and could survive

without a reduction of rent and perhaps a loan of draught animals from the Home Farm.

‘Us’ll get nowt if us makes out us needs nowt!’ Tamer reasoned, ‘zo us might as well let un zee us is down to our last varden!’, and the family, standing in a semi-circle in the nettles, sanctioned this realistic approach with enthusiastic nods and grunts before dispersing to their various occupations, nine-year-old Hazel having been posted half-way up the cart-track to give immediate warning of the approach of the visitors.

She came flying down the path in less than ten minutes, shrieking the news that Rudd and New Squire were on their way and Cissie, the eldest girl, cuffed her for making such an outcry, whereupon Hazel kicked her sister in the buttocks as she bent to replenish the fire and then fled to the safety of the oak which she climbed with the speed of a chimpanzee until she could look down on the dell from a height of some fifty feet. Meanwhile, all older Potters adopted expressions of deep humility, and the postures of absorbed artisans, Mother Meg at the huge washtub, Sam at the woodpile, the three elder girls at the osier frames and Tamer presiding over the tribe from the porch steps, his patriarchal belly clasped in his hands. Only Smut, the rebel of the tribe, continued what he was doing, skinning a rabbit taken from the Gilroy warrens across the Teazel in the small hours. Smut, twenty now, and as muscled as a professional wrestler, made no compromises with the enemy. His was a war without truce.

Half-a-mile or so higher up the Bluff, where the ascent flattened out to form a tiny valley east of the Coombe, Edwin Willoughby of Deepdene had also received warning of the inspection, for the Potters were on affectionate terms with Willoughby, a Christian who took the Sermon on the Mount literally. Willoughby was a Methodist lay-preacher, as well as a farmer, but his God tested him sorely. On the one hand he had, willy-nilly, to live with the Potters, and north of his border lived the dour Edward Derwent, who abominated the gypsy family. Thus Willoughby’s land, a poor and stubborn two hundred acres, was a no-mans-land between two hostile

clans and Edwin enjoyed little of the forebearance he preached each Sunday in one or other of the little tin chapels along the coast. He persisted, however, for he had experienced worse in the lifetime of his wife, Ada, now at rest in the Coombe Bay Methodist burial ground. There were many in and about the Sorrel Valley who declared that Edwin’s devotion to the Almighty stemmed from His mercy in removing Ada in the fifteenth year of their marriage, for it was generally admitted that she had tormented her husband with tongue by day and loins by night and for good measure occasionally let fly at him with a saucepan or flat-iron. Since her death he had grown to look rather like a saint, with his long silky hair, white as hoar frost, high, pale forehead, and mild, deepset eyes that burned with love for all mankind, even such wayward sons as Tamer Potter and his crusty neighbour, Derwent. His sermons, although spiced with the traditional touch of brimstone, expressed his deep belief in an era when lions would lie down with lambs, and reformed Potters would hoe harmoniously alongside Derwents. He was fortified in his faith by the example of his sister Mary, who had made her home with him after his wife’s death and now divided her time between keeping Deepdene farmhouse spotless and presiding over a small school for Valley children too young to travel to the nearest elementary school, at Whinmouth, or the Church School, in Coombe Bay. All the children of the surrounding country had been Mary’s pupils and among the present generation were Codsalls, of Four Winds, Derwents, of High Coombe, and Honeymans, from the Home Farm. Mary Willoughby was a sweet-faced woman, several years older than Edwin and had been mother to Edwin’s children, Francis and Elinor, both of whom helped to run the little farm.

News of The Prospect’s tour was leaked across the hedge to Edwin by Smut Potter but the Willoughbys had no need to prepare against the arrival of a new squire. Their land was poor but their buildings and outbuildings were in good trim and their livestock a credit to the hardworking Edwin and his prudent eighteen-year-old daughter, Elinor, who was responsible for the poultry. Edwin thought it wise, however,

to tramp back to the farm where his sister was reading Alice in Wonderland to the children and inform her of the visit of a new master of Shallowford but all Mary exclaimed was, ‘There now, I do hope he’ll zettle an be happy yer,’ and went on reading of the Cheshire Cat, while Edwin crossed the Deepdene fields to see how his modest barley crop was coming along and pass the news to one of Farmer Derwent’s labourers, hard at work diverting a small stream that ran along the Deepdene-High Coombe boundary into a shallow trench inside the Derwent holding. The man was rather outfaced to see Edwin’s saintly face loom over the hedge but he need not have been. Edwin saw what he was about and offered him the loan of a larger spade.

Edward Derwent, his big son Hugh, and his two daughters, Rose and Claire, discussed the news over their breakfast after they had finished an early morning stint in fields east of the farm and in the stables, where the girls had their riding school. Neither husband nor children addressed a word to the second Mrs Derwent, a nonentity at High Coombe who was not included in family councils. Hugh, broad and swarthy like his father, dismissed the news as a Potter-inspired rumour.

‘No one with money to burn would buy this white elephant,’ he declared, ‘he could do better up country if he was looking for land. Big House is leaking bad, I hear, and apart from us, the Codsalls and the Pitts, what of us got to offer but flint, dirt farmers and a tangle of woods? It’s probably nowt but a swell from London after some o’ they antiques upalong.’ Whereupon he wolfed his rashers and three eggs with the despatch of a man who has been forking hay since first light, and at once returned to the fields.

The two girls, Rose and Claire, were far more intrigued.

‘Gregory had it from Mr Willoughby that Mr Craddock is an army officer wounded in the war,’ Rose said. ‘I wonder if he’s married, and if so what his wife can be thinking of to bury herself down here?’

Edward Derwent, always inclined to speak scornfully of the estate, was not prepared to extend the same privilege to his

children. He was a powerful, dark-jowled man, with bushy black brows that met over a strong nose in a broad ‘V’ and gave him an expression of permanent irritation.

‘Why the devil does everyone here talk as if we lived in a desert?’ he demanded aggressively, and his wife lowered her gaze penitently as though she too had erred in this respect. ‘We’ve done pretty well here, haven’t we?’ Claire, the pretty daughter, giggled. As her father’s favourite this called for no reproof so he continued, rumblingly, ‘White elephant! Flint and woodland! A backwater! What kind of talk is that? There’s nothing wrong with my land and if the riding stable books are to be believed we’re showing a good profit on liveries, so why all this belittling of the place?’

Rose and Claire were well accustomed to their father’s rhetorical questions and paid them no attention at all but continued to speculate on the possibilities of the new man’s patronage.

‘If he’s a cavalry officer he’ll be sure to hunt,’ Rose said, ‘and if he’s wealthy enough to buy Shallowford he’ll probably keep a second hunter, carriage horses and at least one hack!’

‘He might even have a motor,’ suggested Claire but not seriously, for the lunatic improbability of this made Rose laugh aloud and even their stepmother gave a nervous little smile. Nobody in the Sorrel Valley had ever seen a motor, except in the illustrated magazines. The new King was said to own one but the Derwents thought it a clownish substitute for the royal coach.

The girls went on gossiping about a possible successor to the Lovells after they had returned to the yard to muck out and clean tack. Rose, big boned and freckled, confined herself to the more practical aspects of the situation – whether the new man was likely to prove as reckless a rider to hounds as the late Ralph Lovell, who had ridden horses to death and broken limbs in the process, but her sister, fair-haired and soft-mouthed, with dimples in place of her sister’s rash of freckles, continued to harp on the possibility of the new squire being a bachelor. She had read and enjoyed Jane Eyre, and the prospect of a Mr Rochester at large in the Valley offered all kinds of

possibilities. They were still speculating when the hired man, Gregory, stumped into the yard and confirmed the presence of Agent Rudd and his ‘Lunnon gent, in Yeomanry togs.’

‘’Er’s down wi’ the Potters now, Misses,’ he said ‘an’ they ole varmints’ll be in a proper ole flummox, if I knaws aught about it!’

The embarrassment of the Potter clan was wishful thinking on Gregory’s part. As a Derwent employee he naturally embraced Derwent politics, nurturing a dutiful hate for his master’s principal enemies. The truth was, however, very different for Old Tamer and his family had played fish like Paul Craddock far too long to lose the advantage of an hour’s warning of the approach. Rudd and Craddock rode into the Coombe about nine o’clock and Paul was impressed by the scene of virtuous industry in the Dell. All the Potters except Smut genuflected and Tamer went so far as to reach for a forelock that was not there.

‘Well, you damned rascals,’ Rudd said jovially, ‘you’ll have to stir your lazy stumps round here! Mr Craddock is considering buying Shallowford. Considering, mind you! Don’t broadcast it up and down the Valley. God help me,’ he went on aloud, glancing round the Dell, ‘did you ever see people make such a tip of a place? Look at that yard, and those outbuildings?’

Tamer simpered and rubbed his hands, as though overjoyed to hear the agent enjoy a harmless jest at his family’s expense, but inwardly Paul was obliged to agree, for what with the washing, the forest of nettles, empty tins and broken boxes, a smouldering ashtip, and the presence of a saddleback pig rooting under the trees, the natural beauty of the green basin was grotesquely camouflaged. As far as Paul could see the Potters were not farmers at all but down-at-heel vagrants, living on their wits. The two things that did impress him, however, was the heroic industry of Meg at the washtub, and the shining health of the three girls, weaving baskets beside the fire. He did not see Hazel Potter, perched forty feet above his head but she saw him and tried, unsuccessfully, to hit him with an acorn. She was lying full length on a great

limb of the oak, her mop of hair swinging free, her face pressed close to the bark, and as she looked down on the group she composed one of her secret prose poems about the newcomer, singing it softly under her breath and exulting in the fecundity of her imagination.

‘He’ll be tall and thin, like a birch in winter,’ she sang, ‘and the silvery bits on his soldier’s clothes look like the birch bark I can peel in strips ...’ but then the new squire dismounted stiffly, and so did Mr Rudd, and they all moved out of her range of vision so that she forgot them and turned her attention to the tiny brown stains oozed from the crown of the uncupped acorn in the palm of her hand. Hazel Potter was even less trammelled by the demands of duty and industry then her sisters. Some said she was short of wits, and this had kept her from attending school but others declared she had inherited her mother’s powers of witchcraft and were careful to give her skimmed milk or a halfpenny when they heard her crooning to herself at their doors.

With Tamer as guide, and Sam bringing up the rear, Rudd and Paul were shown around the holding. Hens fled squawking at their approach, for a sudden turn of speed was a condition of survival to all birds and animals in the Potter farmyard. As they poked about among the sheds and litter Tamer maintained a running commentary of the difficulties of life at Low Coombe and Rudd, who cherished for him the amused tolerance law-abiding citizens show the picturesque burglar, let him whine to his heart’s content.

‘Us needs all manner o’ things to maake a praper start yer-abouts,’ Tamer explained, as they entered a stable half-full of rubbish and containing no beast of any kind. ‘You’ll mind, Maister, that the military commandeered the ole mare us ’ad and ’er ’ve never been replaaced, so as us must needs do our own haulin’ from the shore.’

‘They use seaweed for manure on the Coombe farms,’ Rudd told Paul, ‘and most of our horses were bought up by the Army, in the first year of the war. I’ve made a note of this kind of thing so you needn’t bother to memorise it all, I just want you to get a general impression.’


‘Be’ee reely going to taake Squire Lovell’s place, Maister?’ Sam Potter asked reverently, but Paul said, ‘I really don’t know, it’s too early to say but I’d prefer you didn’t discuss it outside the estate.’

He said this earnestly but he was already enjoying the sensation his presence had occasioned in the Valley. From the moment he had opened his eyes that morning, and looked over the ford to the long downslope to the sea, he had been uplifted by an elation that had eluded him since childhood and this was not caused by the novelty of the occasion or even by the beauty of Shallowford’s southern vista but by a feeling akin to that of home-coming to a place and people who seemed, in some improbable way, to need and want him. He looked over the golden vista basking in slanting sunlight, noting the steep hedgerows and their riot of colour, and inhaling the scent of the baked, red earth, spiced with the whiff of the sea. He warmed to the soft burr of the Devon accent and the sharp hiss of indrawn breath that men like Tamer Potter used as an expression of assent, but buried deeper than this, glowing like a small, bright coal, was the memory of Grace Lovell and her pale, shining skin and he wondered if the tour would take them through the village of Coombe Bay, where he might see her again, although he was careful to say nothing of this to Rudd.

They left the Dell by the broken gate, taking the path across parched fields to the headland, east of the river. A few pigs rooted on the edge of Coombe Brake, and half a dozen lean cows browsed in the meadow. Rudd shook his head over the Potters’ domain. ‘Lovell was always on the point of turning the rascals loose,’ he said, ‘but somehow he never did and I think I know why. People like the Potters have the power of survival and would endure under any system. They’re a dirty, dishonest and thoroughly worthless bunch, but somehow one goes on tolerating them as a kind of counterpoise to stolid, law-abiding tenants, like the Pitts and the Willoughbys. Take those girls now – a trio of handsome, tawny animals; how do they manage to keep strong and healthy? It’s probably on account of them that Old Tamer never got his marching orders,

for young Ralph used to ride over this way rent-collecting and they probably took turns to pay him in a dry ditch every quarter-day! We’re crossing to the Willoughby boundary now – he’s a harmless enough chap, notwithstanding a touch of religious mania, and his sister Mary is a credit to the Valley. If it wasn’t for Mary Willoughby half the children round about wouldn’t be able to read or write!’

‘Aren’t they compelled to attend school nowadays?’ Paul asked but Rudd chuckled. ‘Common law doesn’t operate in places like this as it does in cities, Mr Craddock. We’re four miles from the nearest main road, and six from the railway. Whinmouth, on the estuary yonder, is a two-hour ride, and there is not even a village bobby between us and Paxtonbury, twelve miles inland. No, the folk about here are pretty well as self-contained as they were in the eighteenth century, and have their own way of doing things. Mary Willoughby started that little school of hers twenty years ago and dispensed all the schooling Valley children have ever had or wanted. Listen!’, and he reined in on the northern slope of the cliff field, pointing to a white cluster of buildings about half a mile below them. ‘That’s Deepdene, the farm that keeps the Potters at Low Coombe and the Derwents at High Coombe from tearing at one another’s throats! You can hear the children singing. I always like to listen when I ride out this way in the forenoon. It cheers me up after calling on the Potters.’

Paul listened but at first could hear nothing but the slow suck of the sea on the pebbles below. Then, very faintly, the sound of children’s voices reached him across Willoughby’s barley field, and after a moment or so he could identify the strains of ‘John Peel’. It had, as Rudd implied, a refreshing innocence and as they came to the road nearer the farm Willoughby’s daughter Elinor came out of the hen-roost to greet them. She was a shy, slim girl and on being introduced to Craddock, lowered her glance and said she would warn Auntie Mary of the visitors’ approach, using this as an excuse to escape. Paul saw her dart into the schoolroom, a long, half-timbered barn adjoining the house and was struck by the speed with which her bare feet covered the ground.


‘How old is that girl?’ he asked and Rudd said she was eighteen, and being courted by Will Codsall, the elder of the Codsall boys at Four Winds, just across the river.

‘The Codsalls are against the match,’ he added, ‘for Arabella is a snob and thinks her Will could do better. I daresay she’s right, but Elinor Willoughby will make a good farmer’s wife for somebody. I’ve never seen her idling or flirting, and she’s damned clever with her poultry strains. There’s nothing much wrong with this farm, although it’s too small to be profitable. Derwent, beyond the crest up there, has all the best acreage this side of the river.’

The singing stopped in the middle of a bar and they dismounted, giving their horses to Francis Willoughby and going into the barn. Paul felt far less at ease here then he had in the Potters’ Dell for the children, about a dozen of them, stared at him in curiosity, sitting on forms with their arms folded and expressions blank. When he was introduced to them as ‘a soldier gentleman friend of Mr Rudd’s’ they rose like so many clockwork figures and piped ‘Good morning, sir!’, after which they subsided, again in concert.

Rudd brought a flustered Mary Willoughby over to shake hands but instead of doing so she dropped a swift curtsy, so that Paul was struck by the tug of feudalism among the Lovell tenantry.

‘I heard the children singing,’ he said, for something to say and Mary Willoughby replied, eagerly, ‘Will you have them sing for you here, Sir? I’m sure they’d like to, wouldn’t you, my dears?’ and the children chanted ‘Yes, Miss Willoughby,’ opening and closing their mouths like two rows of puppets, then fixing their eyes on their teacher who picked up a tuning fork, tapped it on the desk and said, ‘Softly then! Watch the baton! One chorus of “The British Grenadiers”, because Mr Rudd tells me Mr Craddock is just home from the wars!’

The children, one and all, received this news with respect, their eyes leaving the tuning fork and returning to Paul. They sang in shrill, clear voices, the boys grinning, the girls repressing giggles, and when they had finished Paul said, hoarsely, ‘Thank you, that was splendid! Er – how many are

there here, Miss Willoughby?’ and Mary said there were fourteen today because two of the older boys were out helping with the harvest and little Hazel Potter was playing truant again.

Paul, on impulse, pulled out a handful of loose change, saying that everyone present was to have a reward for singing so well but before the squeal of delight had died away a bullet-headed little boy in the rear row shot up his hand and demanded, ‘Sir, sir! Did you kill ole Kruger?’, a question that made even the demure Mary Willoughby laugh.

‘No,’ said Paul, ‘nobody killed Kruger, because he got away before anyone could catch him!’, but his questioner was not satisfied with this and saw Paul’s presence as a means of beguiling a tedious hour’s instruction. He followed up with, ‘Did all the Boers run away, please, sir?’, and Paul glanced at Rudd, hoping for some inspiration but getting none said, deliberately, ‘The Boers didn’t run away at all. They were very brave. After all, they were farmers fighting for their country, just as we would!’ This simple statement was received with a shocked ‘Cooo!’, and Paul again glanced at Rudd who was now studying a knothole on the schoolroom floor. Feeling miserably embarrassed he got up and tried to smile. ‘I’m sure Miss Willoughby won’t want me to stay and interrupt your lessons any longer,’ he said, ‘so Mr Rudd and I will have to say goodbye, because we have to ride over and see all the other farms.’

When they were clear of the farm, and riding along the ridge parallel with the woods Paul said, ‘Did I do wrong to tell them the truth?’

‘If you’re only a visitor passing through it doesn’t matter a damn what you say,’ Rudd told him, ‘whereas if you become “New Squire”, as the Potters rather hope, you can say anything you like! After all, they’ll be tenants, and if a Tory doesn’t mince his words with them why should a Radical?’

‘I’m not sure that I am a Radical,’ Paul told him. ‘I never gave a thought to politics until I began to convalesce, and had nothing better to do than read the Parliamentary debates in the newspapers.’

‘Well,’ pursued Rudd, with one of his quizzical sidelong glances, ‘and what conclusions did you arrive at?’


‘I don’t know, one can’t help admiring that chap Lloyd George’s nerve defying the whole weight of public opinion about the war, and there were fellows out there who came around to agreeing with him, after they took part in chivvying the Boers from Hell to Hackney. It seemed to me, however, that once we were in it we had to choose going through with it or becoming the laughing stock of the world. Apart from that it now looks as if they’ll get a better deal from us than they would have got from anyone else. What would have happened to them if the Germans or French had been in our situation?’

‘Ah,’ said Rudd evasively, ‘that would be telling!’ and Paul thought: ‘Damn him, he gave so much away yesterday that he’ll be a clam from now on! However, I’d lay six to four that he’s pro-Lloyd George, if only because the Lovell family were Tories!’ And then he forgot politics, surrendering himself to the beauty of a long, easterly slope stretching from Willoughby’s boundary, across the Derwent holding to the cloudless sky over the county border.

They met Willoughby on the ridge and introductions were exchanged. Rudd, glancing over the hedge, saw the evidence of Gregory’s excavations alongside the stream and at once remarked on it.

‘Derwent had no right to siphon off your water,’ he told the saintlike farmer. ‘You may need it badly later on, even if you don’t now.’

‘Why, God bless you, Mr Rudd,’ Willoughby said, ‘who am I to begrudge a neighbour water for his cattle in weather like this?’

Rudd said, ‘Well, it’s your concern I suppose, but I doubt if he’d do the same for you!’, and they rode on down the slope and through the fir copse that shaded the freshly whitewashed buildings of the Derwent farm, Rudd saying that Paul was not to expect forelock-pulling from Derwent, who was anxious to become a freeholder and probably had the means to purchase his land if a new owner was willing to sell it.

‘He’s a cagey fellow, with a poor wisp of a second wife,’ he told Craddock. ‘Frankly, I’ve never liked him much but both he and his son Hugh are first-class farmers, and the

two daughters are the leading lights of the local hunt. One’s a very fetching girl but the other looks like a horse. They’ll all be civil to you when I tell him why you’re here, but don’t be fooled by the Derwents. They’re like the Codsalls; money and land are the only things they care about and after that, Independence Day!’

Paul’s reception at High Coombe was much as Rudd had predicted, both father and children making a show of hospitality and the faded Mrs Derwent bringing out glasses of sherry and some appetising little pikelets on a large silver tray.

The house was well furnished, the stock in good condition and the farm buildings in repair. Paul was particularly impressed by the spotlessly clean stables where Rose, the daughter with a face like a horse, showed him a magnificent four-year-old gelding she intended hunting next season. Rose cared for nothing but horses but her sister Claire showed great solicitude when Rudd told her that Paul had been wounded in action. She was extraordinarily pretty, Craddock decided, with gold hair piled high on a small head, dark blue eyes and an undeniably kissable mouth. She pretended to scold Rudd for encouraging a convalescent man with a leg wound to undertake such a long ride on a hot day, and when she took Paul’s glass to refill it her long fingers caressed his but in the nicest possible way. Craddock, somewhat to his surprise, found he was able to relax at High Coombe, notwithstanding Derwent’s dourness. The yard and enclosures were pleasant places in which to linger after the seediness of the Potter farm, and there were no children to embarrass him with leading questions about Kruger and the war. They resisted an invitation to stay for lunch, however, and pressed on under a blazing midday sun, breasting the northern spur of the ridge and entering the blessed coolness of Shallowford Woods.

Craddock at once decided that this was the most enchanting part of the estate, a great belt of old timber rising from a jungle of undergrowth that covered the entire south-eastern section of the estate, two miles across and about a mile deep, with a dip in the middle filled by a shallow mere. He had not noticed the lake on the map Rudd had shown him before they set out and

thus came upon it by surprise, an oval of reed-fringed water enclosed by oaks and beeches, some of which must have been centuries old. Waterlilies floated here and a tiny islet, half-way across, was the haunt of wild duck and moorhen, who took to the reeds as soon as the horses emerged from the trees. Paul saw that there was a building of mock oriental design on the islet and Rudd told him it was known as ‘The Pagoda’ and had been built, half a century ago, by Amyas Lovell, father of the late baronet. Amyas, Rudd said, had been wounded in the head campaigning in Lower Burma and had been very eccentric towards the end of his life. The pagoda was supposed to be a miniature replica of a temple in Mandalay, and the old soldier had been in the habit of punting himself across the lake and painting atrocious water-colours from the pagoda steps.

They rode on through the murmurous woods, Rudd making estimates of the value of the timber, Paul telling himself that if ever he owned Shallowford he would prefer to sell Derwent his farm rather than fell any of the trees. Some of the beeches rose to a height of over a hundred feet and on the western edge of the wood, where they towered above younger trees, they had been planted according to plan for they were evenly spaced along the rides.

They emerged into glaring sunshine again east of the steeper and far less dense Hermitage Wood that rose behind the house. Paul could now see the back view of the manor lying in the little valley as they crossed rough ground heading for Hermitage Farm, which lay in open country between the curve of the Sorrel and the main road they had crossed the previous afternoon.

‘You’ll like Arthur and young Henry Pitts,’ Rudd told Paul, ‘they’re a genial, hardworking pair and I don’t ever recall having had a dispute with them all the twenty years I’ve been here. Although Arthur is no more than my age his father and grandfather farmed here before him and his father, Old Gaffer Pitts, is still living, although he’s got Parkinson’s disease, poor old chap, and now sits mumbling in the chimney corner. He can remember the harvest failures of the ’forties, and riots over the Corn Laws away in Whinmouth and Paxtonbury.

He was in the militia at the time and broke heads on behalf of the Lovells, but his son and grandson are very easy-going and we’ll stop off there for a bite of lunch, it you’ve room for it after all those pikelets Claire Derwent pressed on you. That girl is about desperate for a husband, Mr Craddock! I daresay you noticed she made a dead set at you. What did you think of her? More fetching than the little dark ghost you disturbed in the nursery last night?’

Paul smiled but said nothing, determined to give the agent no opening in this particular field but as they urged their horses into a trot at the top of Hermitage he reflected that the Sorrel Valley seemed very well endowed with pretty girls, for he had encountered six in a single morning’s ride and any one of them would have stood out in a crowd among the overdressed young women he had noticed in London. Musing on them as they jogged down the track he made comparisons, measuring the aloof appeal of Grace Lovell with the pink and white prettiness of Claire Derwent and the shy charms of the Willoughby girl, now courted by young Will Codsall. He recalled also the frankly sensual appeal of the three Potter girls and it came into his mind that they had the generous proportions of the Hottentot prostitute from whom he had fled in Capetown but looked infinitely more wholesome. Then he was required to face yet another series of introductions, this time to Arthur Pitts and his wife Martha, their son Henry, and Pitts’ old father, The Gaffer. He took to this family at once, for there was a lack of ceremony about Hermitage that had been absent elsewhere, or perhaps it only appeared so, because Rudd was on more friendly terms with the Pitts than with the other tenants and he and Arthur began talking of the drought and the harvest, while Paul was faced with vast helpings of ham and tongue and mountains of green salad, served with a stone jug of potent, home-brewed cider.

Henry, Arthur’s son, a thick-set young man with a pallor at odds with a farmer who had been out in a heatwave for a month, was exceptionally welcoming and solemnly wished Paul well if he did in fact buy, reinforcing Rudd’s hints that ‘the place would require a praper ole shower o’ money’ if it

was to be put on a profitable basis. Martha, Arthur’s busy little wife, had a brogue as broad or broader than Tamer Potter’s and Paul had some difficulty in catching the drift of her conversation, spiced as it was with so many strange words, like ‘thicky’ and ‘giddon’ which he interpreted as ‘that’ and ‘go along with you’, whereas all animals, male and female, were referred to as ‘’Er’. She expressed her deep thankfulness that ‘they ole Boers were now parcelled up an’ vinished with’, and that no more young men would be required to ‘get theirselves shot to tatters’, pointing out that if a man had a mind to die from gunshot wounds he might, with more profit, ‘stand the blind side of thicky hedge, when us iz rabbiting!’ Her husband, Arthur, who happened to overhear this remark, said, ‘Dornee talk so daft, mother! You get a blamed sight more pay chasin’ they Boers than us gets for the rabbits us knocks over hereabouts!’ One way and another Paul delighted in their cheerful company and was sorry when Rudd said they must press on to Four Winds to meet the Codsalls; his failure to do so that same day would surely stir up jealousy in the Valley.

‘Well youm right there,’ confirmed Martha, ‘but dornee let that Arabella Codsall give herself airs and you can depend on it she’ll try, seeing as she can’t never forget her father left her the best-dowered daughter in the Valley.’

Rudd, laughing, said he would mind her advice and off they went again, Paul making light of the growing stiffness in his knee, which pained him somewhat when he swung his leg over the grey.

‘I think they’re delightful people,’ he told Rudd, when they were trotting down to the river road and Rudd said he had planned the tour this way because it had a natural rhythm, all the way from sleazy rascality in the Potters’ Dell, to the farcical pretentiousness of Arabella Codsall, ‘the best-dowered woman in the Valley.’

‘Four Winds is the largest farm in the area,’ he told Paul as they went along, explaining that it had been stocked on Arabella’s money, nearly two thousand left by her father, a Paxtonbury draper. ‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘Martin paid dearly

for his stake, for Arabella never lets him forget that she married beneath her and considers herself a cut above any other farmer’s wife in the Valley. Martin is a harmless sort of chap but of less account at Four Winds than Derwent’s wife is at High Coombe. At least Mrs Derwent can handle a knife and fork how she likes and that’s more than Martin can when there’s company. She’s a tiresome, garrulous, over-weening bitch is Arabella, for she not only nags her husband from morning to night but discriminates between the boys. Will, the elder, is an amiable blockhead, who would make a good enough farmer if he was left to himself, but he isn’t, and his mother makes a pet of Sydney, her younger son, who she is determined to make into a gentleman. How the hell she’ll do that with Codsall blood and bone I can’t imagine, for the Codsalls have been farming there for a century and Codsall’s father, old Jeremiah, died in the infirmary after falling in the Sorrel dead drunk on New Year’s night. However, we’d best call and round off the day by taking a quick look at the village itself. You can see the Home Farm any time, tomorrow if you like, if you don’t want to hang about the sale.’

Paul, elated at the prospect of riding down to the sea before the heat went out of the day, now addressed himself to the impossible task of sorting out the various families he had met so far but his memory boggled at so many Potters and Willoughbys and Derwents and Pitts, with here a husband who bullied his wife, and there a wife who nagged her husband, of the rivalries and jealousies and a bevy of pretty, chirrupy girls and their lumping great brothers, so that he gave it up as they clattered over the wooden bridge into Codsall territory and saw the sprawling cluster of buildings round the long, low farmhouse close to the western boundary.

It was obvious that word of his presence had reached the fifth farm, for the four Codsalls awaited them in the yard, dressed in their Sunday broadcloth and Rudd, spotting Martin Codsall’s silk waistcoat from afar, let out a guffaw and shouted, ‘Codsall! You never tog yourself up for me when I come for the rent!’, a jest that Arabella Codsall, towering half-a-head above her husband, and holding little Sydney by the hand,

ignored but bobbed an abbreviated curtsy in Paul’s direction, exclaiming, ‘Look now, Sydney! The gentleman’s in uniform, and an officer’s uniform, I declare! Welcome to Four Winds, Mr Craddock!’ Then, in a higher key that carried as far as the river – ‘Will! Don’t stand gawping! Take the gentleman’s horse! Martin! What are you about? Show the visitors into the parlour this minute!’, and the Codsalls moved into action like a sullen detail surprised by a visiting staff-officer and watched by a zealous sergeant-major.

III

Arabella Codsall, notwithstanding her comparative affluence, was almost certainly the most unhappy woman in the Valley and her discontent stemmed from her disgust of the poor material with which she was obliged to work. Under no circumstances could she have proved a success as a farmer’s wife. She had been born over a linen-draper’s shop and brought up within the tight circle of a cathedral city’s tradesmen’s community, so that she thought of farmers as hobbledehoys in a social bracket equivalent to that of roadsweepers, lamplighters and Irish navvies. For all that she had been glad to marry Martin Codsall some twenty years before when she was then twenty-eight and towered nearly six inches above most of the eligible tradesmen’s sons, in her native Paxtonbury. She had the additional handicap of looking rather like an indignant goose, with a large, curving nose, small startled eyes, sharply receding chin and a mouth that was always half-open, as though honking with fury. She had arrived at Four Winds with a supply of linen and one hair trunk but any chance she had of making the most of her situation was shattered by her father’s death and surprise legacy of nearly two thousand pounds. She had not expected anything like this amount for Alderman Blackett had been notoriously secretive concerning his savings. Moreover, there had originally been two other children and the Alderman, having made his will early, had not altered it when these two died in a scarlet-fever

epidemic in the early ’nineties, so that the words ‘or surviving progency thereof’ trebled Arabella’s patrimony. She at once set about the task of hoisting the cumbersome Codsalls into a niche above that occupied by their neighbours, and only a peg or two below that of the Lovells, but it had been a wearisome, thankless task, for neither Martin nor her elder son Will seemed able or willing to exploit their opportunities. Arabella mistook the symbols and rituals of her linen-draper’s background for reliable handholds along the haul towards gentility, instituting at Four Winds such incongruous items as four o’clock tea sipped from thin china, linen napkins, a maid with a cap, and even a tablecloth at breakfast, novelties that bewildered Martin Codsall and ultimately converted both him and his son Will into farmyard fugitives, who stayed out of doors whenever possible. Yet she persisted; year after year she prodded and planned, and words of advice and admonition gushed from her goosey little mouth like a cataract, so that in order to survive her menfolk were driven to raise all kinds of defences against her nagging. Martin took refuge in a weak man’s obstinacy and a warren of bolt holes. Will adopted the characteristics of a deaf mute, so that at last Arabella was driven to direct most of her energy upon Sydney, the younger boy. Sydney was more pliant – or so it seemed – and his pliancy soon won for him the adoration of his mother. The moment Arabella had word of Craddock’s visit, and the possibility of his succeeding as Squire, Four Winds erupted. She dressed Sydney in his best, set the hired hands to scour the yard, instituted a spring-clean inside the house (where most of the work was done by a befrilled half-witted child, called Minnie), flushed Martin and Will from their hiding-places and ordered them to don their Sunday serge. Martin, mumbling that he had work to do, took his revenge by somewhat overdoing the transformation and appeared downstairs in a starched dickey when it was too late to go back and change his shirt. Son Will, his mind still searching for a permanent escape route from this hell upon earth, said nothing at all but eyed Craddock with interest when he rode into the yard, perhaps seeing in him some glimmer of hope

for the future; for Will Codsall, madly in love with Elinor Willoughby and reduced to the status of an automaton, any change at Shallowford would be for the better.

Within two minutes of being seated in the Codsall’s airless parlour, listening to Arabella’s uninterrupted flow of domestic clichés, Paul realised that Rudd had not exaggerated in his description of Arabella as an insufferable woman. Her approach to him was at once overweening and apologetic, overbearing yet grotesquely cringing, vain to the point of idiocy, yet voluble in her demands as a long-suffering tenant, so that Rudd, after listening to her gobbling for ten minutes, cut in with a terse, ‘It’s not the slightest use burdening Mr Craddock with all this, Mrs Codsall! He hasn’t even made up his mind to buy Shallowford and if you make everything sound run down, I don’t suppose he will!’

This remark had some effect upon her, inasmuch as she converted her flood of complaints into a detailed description of Sydney’s astonishing progress under a private tutor, at Whinmouth, whereupon Craddock, taking his cue from the agent, said, ‘I really came over to look at the farm, Mrs Codsall,’ and on that Martin bobbed up like a hare and led the way out into the sunshine with Will breathing down his neck and Mrs Codsall, still gobbling, bringing up the rear. Sydney did not follow his parents into the yard. He was a well-schooled little boy and his Sunday suit anchored him to the parlour.

They inspected Codsall’s excellent Friesian herd, then his pigs and finally his sheep down by the river. Here Martin disappeared, seemingly into a haystack, but Arabella and Will followed every step of the way, so that Paul had the impression he was being dogged by a goose and a soft-footed St Bernard dog. Soon both he and Rudd ceased to comment, for the most innocuous remark increased the clack of Arabella’s tongue, and finally they made their escape, the honking of Arabella following them as far as the swing gate that led to the bridge. It seemed then that they had spent a long afternoon at Four Winds but on glancing at his watch Paul saw that their visit had occupied no more than forty-five minutes.


Neither of them spoke for a while and the silence in the river meadows was like a balm but at length Rudd said, ‘One understands under what terrible provocation some murders are committed! I’ve often thought how willingly I would give evidence on Martin’s behalf, if he appeared at Paxtonbury Assizes one fine day charged with drowning that wife of his in a duckpond. Justifiable homicide! That’s what the verdict would be.’ Paul asked if he knew the cause of Arabella Codsall’s terrible volubility and he replied with a wry smile, ‘Well, I suppose I might quote our friend Donne about a woman’s mouth only being full of words when she is empty elsewhere, but it doesn’t apply in Arabella’s case. I think it has something to do with the dismal nineteenth-century cult of “self-improvement”, foisted upon us by all those crackpot writers and philosophers, like Ruskin, Bentham, and all the rest of them! Buried down here for the past two decades I’ve seen less changes than most men but what I have seen could have taught those city sociologists something! It’s a great mistake to teach everybody to read and write, Craddock, maybe the greatest mistake western civilisation has ever made, for it’ll do for us all in the end, mark my words!’

‘Now how can you possibly justify that?’ Paul demanded, recalling the squalor of the area beyond Tower Bridge, ‘surely some of a nation’s wealth ought to be ploughed back into its population. From what I’ve seen since I came home precious little of our industrial profits are being invested in the welfare or the fabric of the country. Isn’t a compulsory education the key to a nation’s progress?’

‘It’s a key all right,’ Rudd said sadly, ‘but does it unlock? When I was a boy the social scale here and in the cities was not adjustable. In the main you stayed what you were born, artisan, tradesman, professional man, gentleman. Hardly anyone in a district like this could read or write, or wanted to, but they were contented enough, they didn’t resent the patronage of people like the Lovells. They got all they needed by hard work and peasant cunning, by making themselves indispensable to their so-called betters, and they didn’t quarrel with the pattern either. People like Arabella Codsall wouldn’t

have been tolerated for a moment, but that isn’t so any more. Arabella is laughed at by old-timers like Martha Pitt, but only behind her back! I’ve seen Arabella at village socials, queening it over all the other wives but impressing them, in spite of themselves. Nobody challenges her, not even you or I. And if her husband took an ashplant to her backside as he ought he’d be up before the magistrates. If Arabella hadn’t been taught to read and write would she have had the impudence to complain to us about her damned rights-of-way or her roof tiles?’

‘What do you think will happen in backwaters like this eventually then?’

‘I can tell you that, now that we have universal male suffrage. The whole edifice will come crumbling down in a single life’s span and the land, as we know it today, will go to pot, with nobody left to tend it. All the children you saw with their noses in books at Mary Willoughby’s school will drift away to the cities and become an army of frustrated little clerks and busybodies. They’ll all be Arabella Codsalls, wringing their hands over their neighbours’ possessions, living in little brick boxes with a few square feet of garden. You might regard the talkative Mrs Codsall as a local pioneer.’

‘Altogether too pessimistic,’ Paul argued. ‘Damn it all, we’re all subject to evolution. Things never stay the same for long, either nationally or locally.’

‘That’s so,’ pursued Rudd, ‘but my point is things are changing far too quickly. People can’t absorb the social and economic changes of the last century. When technology leaves the mass of population far enough behind there’s going to be a God-Almighty explosion.’

‘What kind of explosion?’

‘How do I know? Go back to your history books. A revolution of some kind, or a war.’

‘We’ve just finished a war,’ Paul argued, ‘and it hasn’t turned civilisation inside out.’

‘I’m not talking about colonial wars,’ Rudd said, ‘I’m talking about Armageddon.’

They rode on in silence for a spell, the flashing stream on their left and the church spire of Coombe Bay rising clear

of Codsall’s corn-stalks. It occurred to Paul that there was an affinity of a kind between Rudd and Zorndorff, both of an age, both addicted to sensational generalisations. He wondered what each man expected of him, and whether Rudd would be interested in Zorndorff’s advocacy of the purchase of the estate but before he could continue the discussion they entered the steep village street of Coombe Bay and he found himself looking about him for any signs of Grace Lovell riding her neat bay mare.

There were none. Coombe Bay was deep in its afternoon siesta and the broad, single street was quite deserted. It was not much of a village, a double row of thatched cottages curving away from the river and, lower down, a straggle of tiny shops, and a few Georgian terrace houses, with window boxes and polished knockers.

Rudd told him that the estate owned some of these houses, let at fifty pounds a year, and that a larger house on the headland was occupied by Grace Lovell’s father, the family parasite. They ambled down to the beach where the Sorrel, no more than thirty feet across, gushed into the sea under a rounded, sandstone bluff. There was a boat shelter, one or two blue jerseyed fishermen pottering about their nets, and further west, where the sand swept in a wide curve as far as a landslip, some children paddling and shrimping under the breakwater. It was all very quiet and still under the hot afternoon sun, so quiet that Paul could hear the plash of tiny wavelets falling on the white sand. They sat there resting the horses and Paul would have liked to have dismounted and bathed his stiff leg in the sea but was too lazy to dismount and pull off his boots. Presently a yellow gig, driven at a spanking pace, swept out of the High Street and turned west along the waterfront, disappearing up a side-street beyond the inn, which had a double-headed bird on its signboard and the name ‘The Raven’ in Gothic lettering.

‘That’s Doctor O’Keefe,’ Rudd said, ‘he never drives that poor beast at anything under a canter. He does it to spread the impression that he’s conscientious when, in fact, he’s usually half-pickled. He’s a likeable old rascal though, and I daresay

you’ll meet him if you stay long enough. Came here years ago, after some kind of scandal in his native Dublin but he’s a good doctor, drunk or sober. I’ve seen him do some remarkable patchwork in my time here,’ and then, as though he had suddenly made up his mind to be done with small talk and come to the point, ‘How do you feel about the place as a whole, Mr Craddock? Is it anything like you imagined? Are you still serious about taking up your option?’

‘Which question do you want answered first?’ Paul asked, smiling, but Rudd said, rather peevishly, ‘It makes small enough odds to me one way or the other. You won’t need an overseer like me if you intend living here and not leaving us to our own devices for years on end like the Lovells.’

‘Well,’ said Paul, ‘as to making up my mind I’d rather leave it until tomorrow if you’ve no objections. I’d like to think over what I’ve seen so far and I owe it to Mr Zorndorff to discuss it with him. Is there a telephone on the estate?’

‘Good God, no!’ said Rudd, ‘what would anybody here want with a telephone? The nearest one is in Whinmouth Post Office, nine miles to the west.’

‘Very well,’ said Paul, ‘I’ll decide before the sale opens tomorrow. As to what I feel about the place, I admit it intrigues me. It’s so utterly unlike anything I imagined after reading that article in the Illustrated London News.’

‘Can’t you be a bit more specific?’ asked Rudd, and because he seemed genuinely concerned Paul added, ‘I think it’s a private world, populated by a few hundred castaways from a wreck about a century ago! On your own admission its commercial prospects are very thin but frankly I’m not much concerned about that. I should expect to put money into any property I took and it boils down to this in the end; but what kind of person are these farmers and their families looking for as a landlord, or “squire” if you like? What would be his responsibilities to them? Or theirs to him? Wouldn’t they prefer to buy their farms cash down or over a period? Do they really want a city stranger breathing down their necks?’

Rudd’s spurt of irritation had spent itself, as it usually did in a matter of seconds.


‘How can I answer that?’ he said, smiling. ‘They haven’t confided in me all the time I’ve been here. I was little more than a rent-collector for the Lovells.’

‘That isn’t quite true,’ Paul told him, ‘because it’s obvious that you’ve formed an opinion about every one of them. Is Derwent the only one keen to become a freeholder? Wouldn’t Mrs Codsall jump at the chance of being her own squireen?’

‘I doubt it,’ said Rudd, ‘she likes the link with Quality, you being Quality if you follow me. Derwent is an exception, and I daresay he’d quibble at the price you asked him. Neither Potter nor Willoughby would care to stand on their own feet, and Arthur Pitt is happy with things as they are. No, they’d jog along if they got a man prepared to put the estate in order. They’d all rather leech on somebody like you, so I’m afraid you would have the monopoly of obligations, Mr Craddock.’

‘Well, that’s honest enough,’ Paul said, ‘and I’ll bear it in mind when I give you my answer tomorrow. Have you got a hip bath up at the lodge? I’ve overdone it a bit I think, and I’d like to soak this leg and take it easy for the rest of the day.’

Rudd was instantly solicitous and swung his cob around.

‘I’m an idiot!’ he exclaimed, ‘I ought to have thought of that but the truth is I’ve enjoyed myself today in an odd sort of way. It’s long enough since I saw Shallowford tenants hang out flags. We’ll go home and Mrs Handcock will fix you up with some soda.’

An hour later Paul was enjoying a soda soak in the wash-house behind the lodge and after a high tea, and a smoke in the parlour, the ache of his wound left him and he surrendered to a pleasant drowsiness as the shadows moved across the paddocks. Rudd, sharing the silence with him, avoided reopening discussion on the sale but when Paul, on the point of going to bed, asked if the grey would be available early in the morning he promised to have Honeyman’s lad see to it and tether the horse in the yard behind the wash-house by six-thirty. Paul thanked him and after a moment’s hesitation said, ‘I should like to own that horse in any case, Mr Rudd. He isn’t included in the sale, is he?’ and Rudd said no, although the stable tack was, adding that Ralph Lovell had bought

the gelding for fifty pounds shortly before he left for South Africa.

‘I’d gladly give that for him,’ Paul said, ‘he’s quiet and very well-mannered for a young horse, and I don’t intend to take any chances until my leg is right.’

‘Then consider it sold,’ Rudd said, ‘you might go further and fare a great deal worse!’, and with that Paul left him sitting in his big armchair, looking out of the open window across the paddock. ‘It’s odd,’ he thought, as he mounted the little stair to his room, ‘but the prospect of leaving here is making him miserable notwithstanding all his grousing about the Lovells.’
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