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  VIEW OF THE RIVER


  December, 1878


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Part One


  SWANNS AT LARGE
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  Thoughts at a Funeral


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  2


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The hymn came to an end and she gave Adam a nudge, lest he should disgrace them all by nodding off again during the final prayer. Then, as the dragoons clumped forward to lift the coffin, she straightened her long, black gloves, tucked her arm through Adam’s and took her appointed place immediately behind the pall bearers.


  3


  His drowsiness left him as they moved into the open. There had been a light fall of snow during the service and the path beside the yews lay white as a freshly-laundered sheet until it was soiled and scuffed under the bearers’ jackboots. The coffin, he thought, looked ludicrously light, not much heavier, he would judge, than that fancy casket the Ranee’s steward had carried on his saddle bow during the ambush at Jhansi. He thought about the casket as his senses absorbed the timelessness and essential Englishness of the scene, a starveling crow lumbering out of a bare-branched elm, the nostril-stinging crispness of the winter’s day, the long, winding procession with the big blob of scarlet at its head, the fruity tones of the chaplain, intoning English cadences. It wasn’t really a solemn occasion. No more than the passage of a tired old man moving his last few yards over powdered snow in a box like the one that had held the nucleus of Swann fortunes, a thirty-stone ruby necklace that had provided the capital for the first fleet of Swann waggons.


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


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


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


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


  It was generous of her to say that, he thought, especially when it was she rather than he who had done the fussing over the last few years. Then
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