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  Clash of Symbols


  ON THE MORNING OF HIS SEVENTIETH BIRTHDAY, in the Jubilee month of June, 1897, Adam Swann, one-time cavalryman, subsequently haulier extraordinary, now landscaper and connoisseur, picked up his Times, turned his back on an erupting household and stumped down the curving drive to his favourite summer vantage point, a knoll sixty feet above the level of the lake overlooking the rustic building entered on the ‘Tryst’ estate map as ‘The Hermitage’.


  His wife, Henrietta, glimpsing his disapproving back as he emerged on the far side of the lilac clump, applauded his abrupt departure. Never much of a family man, preoccupied year by year with his own extravagant and mildly eccentric occupations, he had a habit of getting under her feet whenever she was organising a social event and preparation for a family occasion on this scale demanded concentration.


  By her reckoning there would be a score sitting down to dinner, without counting some of the younger grandchildren, who might be allowed to stay up in honour of the occasion. She knew very well that he would regard a Swann muster, scheduled for dinner that night, as little more than an obligatory family ritual but she was also aware that he would humour her and the girls by going through the motions. Admittedly it was his birthday and an important milestone in what she never ceased to regard as anything but a long and incredibly adventurous journey, but she knew him well enough, after thirty-nine years of marriage, to face the fact that celebrations of this kind had no real significance for him. Whenever he gave his mind to anything it needed far more substance and permanence than an evening of feasting, a few toasts, a general exchange of family gossip. That kind of thing, to his way of thinking, was a woman’s business and such males who enjoyed it were, to use another phrase of his, ‘Men who had run out of steam’, an odd metaphor in the mouth of a man who had made his pile out of draught horses.


  As for him, Henrietta decided, watching his deliberate, slightly halting progress down the drive and then hard right over the turf to the knoll, he would almost surely die with a full head of steam. Increasing age, and retirement from the city life eight years before, had done little to slow him down and encourage the repose most successful men of affairs regarded as their right on the far side of the hill. He had never changed much and now he never would. Indeed, to her and to everyone who knew him well, he was still the same thrustful Adam of her youth, of a time when he had come riding over a fold of Seddon Moor in the drought summer of 1858 and surprised her, an eighteen-year-old runaway from home, washing herself in a puddle. He was still a dreamer and an actor out of dreams. Still a man who, unless his creative faculties were fully stretched, became moody and at odds with himself and everyone about him. In the years that had passed since he had surrendered his network to his second son, George, she had adjusted to the fact that old age, and the loss of a leg, had diminished neither his physical nor mental energies. He continued to make many of his local journeys on horseback. He still followed, through acres of newsprint, the odysseys of his hardfisted countrymen and the egregious antics of their commercial imitators overseas. All that had really happened, when he moved over to make room for George, was the exchange of one obsession for another. Once it had been his network. Now it was the embellishment and reshaping of his estate that had filled the vacuum created by his retirement. He still made occasional demands on her as a bedmate, but she was long since reconciled to the fact that there was a part of him, the creative part, that was cordoned off, as sacrosanct as Bluebeard’s necropolis, even from George, his business heir, and from Giles, who did duty for his father’s social and political conscience; even from network cronies out of his adventurous past, who occasionally visited him and were conducted on an inspection of the changes he had wrought in this sector of the Weald since taking it into his head to make ‘Tryst’ one of the showplaces of the county. There were some wives, she supposed, who would have been incapable of acquiescing to this area of privacy in a man for whom they had borne five sons and four daughters. Luckily for both of them Henrietta Swann was not one of them. She had always been aware both of her limitations and her true functions and had never quarrelled with them, or not seriously. To reign as consort of a man whose name was a household word was more than she had ever expected of life and fulfilment had been hers for a very long time now. Her place in his heart was assured and their relationship, since she had passed the age of child-bearing and become a grandmother, was as ordered as the stars in their courses. Any woman who wanted more than that was out looking for trouble.


  ***


  He paused on the threshold of The Hermitage, doing battle with his sentimentality. The thatched, timbered building was a Swann museum, housing practical personal mementoes he had carted away from his Thames-side tower when he retired, in the spring of 1889. He was not a man who revered the past but the exhibits in here symbolised his achievements and it struck him that a man had a right to sentimentalise a little on his seventieth birthday. He went inside the shady, circular barn and glanced about him, his eyes adjusting to the dimness after the June sunlight.


  Originally, when he first conceived the notion of a Swann depository, there had been no more than half-a-dozen items. Since then many more had been added, the most impressive being the first coachbuilt frigate the firm of Blunderstone had delivered to him when he started his freight line, in ’58. It looked old-fashioned now, a low-slung, broad-axled structure, with a central harness pole for the two Clydesdales that had pulled it all over the Home Counties. He had kept its brasswork polished and the hubcaps winked at him conspiratorially. He glanced up at the framed maps of the original regions, drawn in his own hand after that first exhaustive canvass of his head clerk, Tybalt, probing what they might expect from haulage clients in competition with the ever-expanding railways of that race-away era.


  The maps seemed to him very crude now, but he saw them for what they were, the spring from which everything about him welled. Today, with the network almost forty years old, they certainly qualified as museum pieces, for George, his son, had abolished the regions as such, promoting a variety of other drastic changes that had rocketed some of the older area managers into premature retirement. The original regions had had queer, quirkish names, yet another fancy of their creator – the Western Wedge, the Crescents on the east coast, the Northern Triangle, where it lapped over the Tweed into Scotland, Tom Tiddler’s Land, that was the Isle of Wight, and the like. Now these had been condensed into huge areas, embracing the entire British Isles – South, North, Far North and Ireland. Prosaic names and very typical of George, who was still known, among the older waggoners, as the New Broom.


  He thought about George, isolating his good points and his bad. The good far outweighed the bad, for the boy had shown tremendous application and a high degree of imagination in the expansion period, although he had not as yet succeeded in banishing the horse and replacing it with one or other of those lumbering, ungainly machines that people in transport said would soon be commonplace on the roads. Rumour reached him that the New Broom had bitten off more than he could chew in this respect. Here and there, egged on by the younger managers, he had experimented with machines spawned by that snorting, fume-spewing monster he had lugged all the way from Vienna ten years before. The older men had jeered at them and their scepticism had seemed justified. Four times in one month waggon teams had to be harnessed to them to tow them home and Head Office had been taxed to explain a pile-up of delivery delays. But George’s other changes had been happier. Frigates, the medium-weight vehicles of the kind that stood here, had been all but withdrawn and their teams used to increase the firm’s quota of light transport, resulting, so they said, in a wider range of deliveries and a faster service for customers trading in more portable types of goods. George had also made his peace with the railways, contracting with them in every region to offload goods at junctions and then subcontracting for most of their local deliveries. He had also broken the despotic power of the regional men at a stroke, sub-dividing the depot functions and installing sub-managers answerable, individually, for house-removals, railway traffic and the holiday brake-service. Well, Adam mused, you would look for this kind of thing in a new broom, especially one like George, whose amiability masked a ruthlessness and single-mindedness not unlike Adam’s own in his younger days.


  He went out of The Hermitage and ascended the tree-clad knoll that gave a view of the frontal vista of house and grounds. It was a prospect that always gave him the greatest satisfaction. Other men had contributed to his founding of Swann-on-Wheels but this, the transformation of a rundown manor house and its surrounding fifty-odd acres, had been his alone, expressing his developing aesthetic taste over all the years he had lived there. It proclaimed the three phases of his life. Young trees, from all over the world, bore witness to his years in the East up to the age of thirty, when he had dreamed of a positive participation in the era and made up his mind to renounce a game of hit-and-miss with the Queen’s enemies and the near-certainty of getting his head blown off. The neatness and precision of the layout, with its lawns, spaced clumps of flowering shrubs, belts of soft timber, lake and decorative stonework, signified his middle years and his unflagging passion for creativity within precise terms of reference. The colour, form and enduring mellowness of the scene, with the old, stone house crouching under the spur of rock were indicative of his tendency to opt for the attainable in life, an unconscious compromise between the turbulence of youth and the sobriety of a man who had made his pile and put his feet up. Surveying it, he thought, ‘That’s my doing, by God! It owes nothing to any man save me,’ but he had second thoughts about this. No man, perhaps, but at least one woman, his wife, Henrietta, child of a coarse, comic old rascal now in his dotage among a wilderness of stinking chimney-pots up north. Sam Rawlinson, who had made two fortunes to Adam’s one, and thoughts of Sam led directly to his daughter, the tough, resolute, high-spirited girl he had found on a moor and carried off like a freebooter’s prize on the rump of his mare.


  Regard for her, generous acknowledgment of her fitness for a freebooter’s bride, had grown on him year by year. A girl he had married almost absentmindedly, in the very earliest days of the network, who had been able, surprisingly, to stir his senses every time he watched her take her clothes off; even now, at a time of life when a man with a truncated leg was lucky to be mobile, much less intrigued by the spectacle of her wriggling free of all those pleats and flounces.


  The thought made him smile again as he remembered a coffee-house quip of thirty years ago, something about ‘that chap Swann reinvesting half his annual profits in his wife’s wardrobe’. Well, for anyone who cared to know, he had never been over-impressed by Henrietta Rawlinson dressed for a soirée or a garden-party. He had always seen her as ripe for a bedroom romp, and a ready means of escape from the cares of empire. More of a mistress, one might say, despite five sons and four daughters, each born in that crouching old house under the spur, and a very rewarding mistress at that considering the profound ignorance of her contemporaries concerning the basic needs of a full-blooded man of affairs. All but two of their children had been by-products of these moments of release, but George, and his younger brother Giles, were exceptions.


  And even this was odd when you thought about it. George, his commercial heir, had been sired almost deliberately the night of their truce at the one important crisis in the relationship of man and wife. George he had always seen as a tacit pledge between them, acknowledgment that he should look to his concerns as provider and she to hers as gaffer of that rambling house up yonder. And so it had transpired, for Henrietta’s maturity had flowered from that moment on, reaching its apogee three years later, with the loss of his leg in that railway accident over at Staplehurst, and the birth, forty weeks later, of Giles, keeper of the Swann conscience.


  He turned half-left, glancing across at the belt of fir trees marking the limit of the estate to the north-west, the spot where, in a matter of hours before the accident, the pair of them had found something elusive in their relationship in the way of a hayfield frolic, belonging to a time before the British put on their long, trade faces, their tall hats and that mock-modesty ensemble that everyone expected of a prosperous middle-class merchant and his consort. And out of it, miraculously, had emerged Giles, the family sobersides, whose cast of thought was alien to the extrovert Swanns of ‘Tryst’, and whose absorption into the firm had proved a counterpoise to George’s enterprise. For Giles, to Adam’s mind at least, supplied the balance so necessary to any large organisation employing men and materials to make money. Giles was there to safeguard the Swann dictum that every unit counted for something in terms of human dignity and had proved his worth in every area where the waggons rolled. Giles was the adjuster, if that was the right word, between profit and people.


  ***


  His random thoughts, gathering momentum, descended from the pinnacle of the particular to the plain of the general, so that he saw both himself and his concerns as a microcosm of the Empire, currently preparing for an orgy of tribal breast-beating, the like of which had never been witnessed since the era of Roman triumphs. A Diamond Jubilee. An Imperial milestone. A strident reminder to all the world that the victors of Waterloo and the battle for world markets were there to stay, for another century or more, perhaps for ever.


  The papers were full of it. The streets of every city, town and village in the country were garlanded for it. From every corner of the world, coloured red on the maps by conquest and chicanery, a tide of popinjays flowed Londonwards, to share in what promised to be the most emphatic event of the century. Homage to a symbol, the pedants would call it, but a symbol of what? Of racial supremacy? Or trade and till-ringing? Of military triumph on a hundred sterile plains, deserts and in as many steamy river bottoms? He had never really known, despite his diligent observation of the antics of four tribes over five decades. Once, a long time ago, he had seen it all as a matter of trade following the drum in search of new markets and fresh sources of raw material essential possibly for a nation that lived on its workshops. But forty years of trading had taught him that this was no more than an expedient fiction. For now, when inflated jacks-in-office and glory-seekers gobbled up remote islands, he knew that the helmsman was away off course, and that most of these acquisitions would cost, in the long run, far more than they could ever yield.


  Gladstone, that self-righteous old thunderer, had told them that years ago and every city clerk who could balance a ledger must be aware of it today. Yet all the time, across the Channel, the laggards, no less greedy and certainly no less vainglorious, were jostling for what they called ‘a place in the sun’ and he isolated them one by one. There was Germany, led by that loud-mouthed ass Wilhelm; there was France, obsessed by her sense of inferiority since the 1870 debacle; and across the Atlantic there was America with a commercial potential that could, given time, reduce the status of all his rivals to those of nonentities. And thinking this he did what he had always done when his mind ranged far beyond his concerns. He withdrew, thankfully, into the realm of the predictable, represented by his own brood and his own business.


  George, no doubt, would forge steadily ahead, pushing the network to its limits. And beside him, as a safety-valve operator, was Giles, placator of ruffled clients, temperature-taker of the Swann work force, adjudicator of every grouse and dispute that came humming down the threads of the network to the heart and brain of the enterprise beside the Thames. It was enough, he supposed, for a man of seventy that morning, with a tumultuous family dinner party in the offing and little hope of repose until his own and the nation’s affairs had steadied. He tucked his unread Times under his arm and descended to level ground, sniffing the fragrance all about him and cocking a countryman’s ear to the murmurous summer noon.


  ***


  The wire came within an hour of the family exodus, when the last touches were being added to her Jubilee ensemble and the gardener had delivered the carnations and roses for the ladies’ corsage sprays and the buttonholes the men would wear in the lapels of their newly pressed frock coats.


  Henrietta, her mouth full of pins, could have wept with vexation as she glanced at the buff slip from Hilda, her step-mother: ‘Father worse. Advise coming immediately’, a mere five words capable, providing convention took precedence over inclination, of spoiling an occasion she had been anticipating for months.


  For a moment, without removing the pins from her mouth, Henrietta Swann weighed the substance of the message, calculating, on the minimum of evidence, Sam Rawlinson’s chances of hanging on to life for an extra twenty-four hours or so, long enough for her to sandwich the Imperial spectacle between the present moment and a long, hot journey to Manchester in order to put in a dutiful deathbed appearance.


  Almost forty years had elapsed since Sam had forfeited any affection she had for the old ruffian, for how could anyone love a father prepared to bargain a daughter for a scrap of wasteland adjoining his loading bays in the mill town where she had waited for Adam, or Adam’s equivalent, to rescue her from obscurity. A wily old rascal, ruthless and disreputable, who had kicked his way up from bale-breaker to mill owner, who had reckoned everything, including his own daughter, in terms of brass and done his level best, God forgive him, to mate her with a simpering nobody. Adam, of course, had forgiven him long ago, and had even tried, over the years, to soften her approach, but he had made little or no headway. For her, Sam Rawlinson continued to stand for vulgarity, male arrogance and the seediness that attached itself to his entire way of life, and remembering this like a line out of her catechism, she removed the row of pins from her mouth, hitched her petticoat and called, “Adam! It’s from Hilda! A wire, saying we should go at once... What are we to do, for heaven’s sake? Today, of all days!”


  He came out of his dressing-room, took the wire, read it and laid it on her dressing-table among her vast array of bottles and lotions.


  “That’s for you to say, isn’t it, m’dear?”


  She said, bitterly, “No, it isn’t! Or not altogether. Everything’s so nicely arranged. We were very lucky indeed to get that balcony and a thing like this... well... it’s once in a lifetime, isn’t it?”


  “I fear so,” he said, making no effort to keep the chuckle from his voice. “The Old Vic isn’t likely to last another ten years even if we do.”


  He picked up the wire again and took it over to the window, musing. Her frown disappeared then for she knew very well what he was about. Calculating times and distances, as though the dying Sam was an impatient shipper and he had been asked to deliver a haul of goods within a specified time. He said, “I don’t know... family obligations... how would it look, Hetty? An only child, exchanging final farewells in favour of the Lord Mayor’s Show?” and hoisted himself round, sitting on her plush dressing-table stool, sound leg bent and tin leg, as he always called it, thrust out.


  She knew then he was teasing her as he so often had over the years in this room where few serious words ever passed between them. She said, protestingly, “Really, Adam, it’s not a thing to joke... !” but he reached out, grabbed her by the hips and pulled her close to him.


  There had been a time when his big hands comfortably encircled her waist. They didn’t now and recalling this he thought, ‘Even so, she’s trim for a woman who has produced a tribe of nine,’ and his hands passed over the rampart of her corset to her plump behind straining below the rim of a garment that he sometimes referred to as her cuirass. It was an aspect of her that had always captivated him and he pinched so hard that she exclaimed, “Adam! Be serious! We’ve simply got to make up our minds, haven’t we?”


  “You’ve already made up your mind,” he said, genially. “All you want now is to shift the guilt on to me. Well, here’s how I see it. Sam’s eighty-eight and Hilda’s a born worrier. But the fact is anybody would find it damned difficult to travel north until the exodus begins, tomorrow night. Nine trains in ten will be heading south-east and most of the upcountry traffic will be shunted to make room for them. We’d best make arrangements to travel on overnight, from London. I’ll wire Hilda. Finish dressing. The carriages will be round at noon. If we get up to town by four we’ll take a stroll and have a preview of the decorations.”


  She kissed him then, impulsively and affectionately, and he stumped across to the door to tell one of the girls to bicycle into the village with a reply. But then, on the threshold, he paused. “He’s had a damned good innings, Hetty. And any last words he wants to say will be to me, not you. He was proud of you, mind, in his own queer way, but he saw me as the son he never had. Don’t let it spoil your day.”


  2


  In the old days the Swanns, in the way of the middle-class, celebrated national occasions en famille. As recently as the Golden Jubilee, ten years ago, a small balcony near St. Clement’s Dane had accommodated man, wife and such of their family who were still home-based. But in a single decade the tribe had proliferated to an extent that astounded Adam whenever he thought about it. Unlike Henrietta he had never had it in mind to found a dynasty.


  Today the royal balcony at Buckingham Palace would have been taxed to accommodate the entire Swann tribe even though two offshoots were out of the country, one in faraway China and another across the Irish Sea. But proliferation was not the only reason for dispersal. In spreading their wings each Swann had swung into an individual orbit, so that their occupations, their associates, indeed, their whole way of life and cast of thought presented a kind of spectrum of Imperial enterprise.


  Thus it was that an occasion like this found them, as it were, picketing the royal route, dotted here and there at intervals along its four-mile route. Each of them prepared to cheer certainly, and wave hat, handkerchief or miniature Union Jack, but for different reasons, dictated by private conceptions of what excused this display of self-aggrandisement. Their individual and often contradictory standpoint was highlighted by their acceptance of what the newspapers were already calling ‘Queen’s Weather’, as though, in dominating one-fifth of the world’s surface, the British had tamed not merely tribes but elements.


  Stationed at Hyde Park Gardens with his eldest daughter Stella, her farmer husband Denzil, four of Stella’s children, his own youngest son, Edward, and youngest daughter, Margaret, Adam was content to view it as ‘appropriate’ weather. There had been times, during his long climb to affluence, when he had quarrelled with the cult of national arrogance but success had mellowed him. At seventy, he saw nothing remarkable about a cloudless day for a tribal rite of these dimensions. It was to be looked for and, in the nature of things, it had arrived. God, he had often jested, was an Englishman. Nothing else could account for the astounding luck of the English since Waterloo. Today the jest was muted. It had to be in the face of the evidence spread below as the procession unrolled, before his eyes, like a vast, vari-coloured carpet. There would come a time, his common sense predicted, when the balloon would burst, possibly with a Godalmighty bang, but that time was not yet; and it occurred to him, as the throb of martial music was heard from the direction of Constitution Hill, that he might have been over-hasty in his claim that national pride was hurrying towards its inevitable fall. Every race and every creed under the sun was parading down there and at the very head of the procession, mounted on the huge grey he was said to have ridden to Khandahar, was a small, compact figure, reminding him vividly of an occasion forty years ago when he and Roberts of Khandahar had shared barrack and bivouac in an India torn by strife and had later parted company with a touch of mutual acrimony, Roberts in pursuit of the new Rome, himself to join in the free-for-all at home.


  Forty years had not blurred the clarity of his recollection of that parting. He had been convinced then that the little man on the grey was a romantic visionary, who would soon get himself killed in a village that was not even marked on a map. Well, he never minded admitting a misjudgment, and here was the most glaring of his life. Roberts had not only survived and seen his boyish dreams translated into fact. He had gone forward to become a legend in his own lifetime and here were the cheers of a million Cockneys to prove it. He said, as the grey curvetted below, “He had it right after all then... !” and when Henrietta asked him what he had said he smiled and shook his head, saying, “Nothing... nothing of any consequence, m’dear. Simply reminding myself that Roberts and I once rode knee to knee in battles neither of us expected to survive.” But although he dismissed his association with Roberts in such lighthearted terms Henrietta took pride in it and showed as much by squeezing his hand. It wasn’t something you could let drop at a garden-party or a soirée – that one’s husband was on Christian-name terms with the most famous soldier in the world – but one could bask in the knowledge just the same.


  ***


  Half-a-mile to the east, at a tall window looking over Green Park, Major Alexander Swann, eldest of the Swann boys, and the only one among them to follow the traditional Swann profession of arms, might have seen it as good campaigning weather. Under a sun as brassy as this the ground would lie baked and the rivers would run low, permitting the rapid movement of troops across almost any kind of terrain, yet there was scepticism in his survey of the colourful assembly that passed, with its companies of colonials, its emphasis on variety, sounding brass, good dressing and spit-and-polish turnout. Alex, who regarded himself as a forward-looking professional, saw it as a circus rather than a demonstration of military might. It was a parade rooted, not in the future and not even in the present, but in an era when his grandfather had ridden down from the Pyrenees to bring Marshal Soult to battle. A single Maxim gun, well-sited and well-served, could cut it to ribbons in sixty seconds flat, and the thought occurred to him, as he watched the company of Hong Kong police step by in their comical coolie hats, that this was mere window-dressing and had nothing to do with the art of war. And it was no snap judgment either. Not only had he fought tribesmen and savages in half-a-dozen Imperial battle areas, his had been the hand that guided the hand of the Prince of Wales to the trigger of the first Maxim gun ever fired in England. He said, voicing his scepticism, “All very pretty, so long as it never comes up against anything more lethal than an assegai or muzzle-loader...” And his wife, Lydia (she who had transformed him from regimental popinjay to professional) concurred, but, being herself a daughter of the regiment, added a rider: “They’d learn,” she said, “just so long as some of us bear it in mind.”


  ***


  A muzzle-loader’s range from the vantage-point of Alex and Lydia was the third Swann picket, denied the privilege of a first-storey view but not needing one, for he measured six feet three inches in his new boots, and could see over all the heads between himself and the kerb.


  Hugo Swann, Olympic athlete and winner of as many cups and medals as Victoria had colonies, would think of it as good track weather, the ground being hard underfoot and it even put the thought into mind. “Hope it holds,” he told Barney O’Neill, the celebrated pole-vaulter. “If it does we’ll get a record gate at Stamford Bridge tomorrow and they need the cash, I’m told.”


  It would be difficult to define Hugo’s conclusions on the spectacle, other than a spectacle. His father and brothers had long since come to the conclusion that Hugo, bless his thick skull, had never had a serious thought in his life and his presence in the network, where he put in token appearances from time to time, was that of a thirteen-stone sleeping partner. None of them resented this, however, for Hugo, as a Swann advertisement, was worth five thousand a year on George’s reckoning. His name appeared on the sporting pages of every journal on Fleet Street nowadays, so that when it cropped up, as it frequently did in coffee house and country house, no one could ever be sure whether the speaker was going to pronounce upon sport or commerce. All one could guarantee was that the name stood for rapid movement of one kind or another, and time schedules had always rated high on the list of Swann priorities.


  ***


  Four hundred yards nearer St. Paul’s, where the procession was channelled into the Strand and marched blaring, thrumming and jingling between phalanxes of hysterical Imperialists (few among them could have said in which continent British Honduras or Tobago were located) was George Swann, managing director and New Broom Extraordinary. He was perched, together with his wife, his family and his host, Sir James Lockerbie, in a window that would have fetched a hundred guineas had Sir James been in need of ready money. And George would have defined the brassy sunshine as ideal hauling weather.


  On a day like this, given a fit team, a waggon carrying a full load could make fifteen miles from depot to offloading point providing the teamster knew his business and gave the horses a regular breather. For years now George had taken weather into his calculations but his mind was not on business today. With the yard closed down, and every employee enjoying a bonus holiday, he was wondering what new and plausible excuse he could offer Gisela for not making holiday himself. The problem not only took his mind off his work. It drew a curtain on the procession below so that he saw, not an ageing dumpy woman in a gilded carriage drawn by eight greys, not the clattering tide of blue, gold, crimson and silver of her cavalry escort and not even the Hong Kong police in their incongruous coolie hats, but a diversion that had interposed between him and his concerns since his chance meeting with Barbara Lockerbie a few weeks ago. For the New Broom had lost some of its inflexibility of late and those within close range of it noticed, or thought they noticed, a wholly uncharacteristic irresolution in the way the broom was wielded. A strange, unwonted peace had settled on the network. Dust had been allowed to settle in out-of-the-way corners at Headquarters, and in the regions beyond, so that regional managers who had been at the receiving end of George Swann’s barrage of watch-it-and-wait-for-it telegrams ever since Old Gaffer put his feet up, told one another the gale was easing off a point or two and that the Young Gaffer, praise God, was ‘running out of steam’ as the Old Gaffer would have put it. They were men of the world, mostly, who had been around Swann yards long enough to remember George as a pink-cheeked lad with an unpleasant tendency to pop up in unexpected places when least expected. They fancied, therefore, that by now they knew him as well as they had known his father, but they would have been wrong. For George Swann had not run out of steam. On the contrary, he could have been said to have built up such a head of steam over the years that it became imperative that somebody came forward to open a safety-valve on his explosive energy. And this, in fact, was what had happened the moment Barbara Lockerbie crossed his path. Any steam that remained in George’s boilers was now at her disposal, not Swann’s.


  It was nine weeks since they had met, seven since he had become her lover and a long, fretful week since he had held her in his arms, shedding his packload of responsibilities much as Christian shed his sins and watched them roll away downhill on his journey to the Celestial City. Unlike Christian, however, George had reached the Celestial City at a bound, for Barbara Lockerbie, saddled with an ageing husband and currently between lovers, had an eye for men like George Swann, recognising him instantly as someone in such desperate need of dalliance that he was, in fact, likely to prove virile, generous and unencumbered with jealousy concerning competitors past and present.


  She was right. He took what she offered gratefully, without seeking to lay down conditions and without a thought as to how deep a dent she was likely to make in his bank balance. He did not enquire why her elegant boudoir was slightly tainted with cigar-smoke, or who had paid for that cameo set in emeralds that had not been on the dressing table the night before last. He was as eager as a boy, as trusting as a spoiled mastiff, and as uncompromising in his approach as a shipwrecked mariner beached by sirens after years of toil and celibacy. That was why, when she declared these Imperial rites vulgar, and took herself off to her country house in Hertfordshire before they were due to begin, she knew with complete certainty he would find a way of accepting her invitation to join her while Sir James Lockerbie, rival gallants and his little Austrian wife, Gisela, were city-bound by the national junketings. She was not often wrong about men and she was never wrong about George Swann. Before the tail-end of the procession had passed under the Lockerbie window George had composed and rehearsed an urgent summons from his Midlands viceroy. With luck he could make Harpenden by suppertime and a Lockerbie carriage would convey his wife and family home to Beckenham. He rejoiced then that he had granted the network an extra day’s holiday in honour of the Jubilee. It meant that no one would look for him until the following Thursday.
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  For Adam Swann, seventy, it was appropriate weather and for Alex, thirty-six, campaigning weather. For Hugo, twenty-eight, it was athletes’ weather and for George, thirty-three, hauling and whoring weather. There remained the Swann Conscience, not quite silenced by the jangle of bells and the boom of royal salutes and for Giles, its keeper, it was something else again. Protest weather, possibly, for Giles, almost alone among that vast crowd was not present as a sightseer but as an actor. Evidence, as far as the Swanns were concerned, that all that glittered down there was fool’s gold.


  His observation post was a first-floor window above the display windows of Beckwith and Lowenstein’s, the once-fashionable Strand branch, now set on its slow decline since the carriage trade had drifted east to Regent’s Street and Oxford Street. It was almost the last shop in the north façade of the Strand and he was there as lookout on behalf of the forlorn band of leaflet-throwers stationed two storeys above. Among them, at her urgent insistence, was his wife, Romayne, disinherited daughter of one of the wealthiest merchants in the land.


  It was not the first foray in which they had been involved but because of the occasion it promised to be the most sensational, certain of earning press coverage, which was more than could be said of earlier protests, even the abortive one they staged at the Lord Mayor’s Show last November.


  Soper, the fanatical Secretary of the newly formed Shop Assistants’ Action Group, had conceived it, a pallid, tireless and, in Giles’ view, a very reckless campaigner who had won a majority vote in committee on the grounds that a gesture of this kind, a challenge thrown at the feet of the most powerful and influential people in Britain, was irresistible and perhaps he was right. Few among those who were offered the Group’s standard leaflets in the street, or at Hyde Park Corner, accepted them, and even those who did discarded them ten steps beyond. “We have to move on,” Soper had argued passionately, “we have to force the campaign on the national press and what more certain way of doing that than putting our case to the Queen on her way to St. Paul’s?”


  Put like that it was unanswerable and Romayne, her imagination fired, shouted “Hear, hear! Bravo!” as if the proposal of such a bold gesture represented its accomplishment. But Giles, to her private dismay, had argued against it, first publicly in committee, where he had been outvoted, then privately on their way home. She did not often run counter to him but she did now, saying, “But don’t you see, Giles? It’s dramatic, something they can’t laugh off in the way they did when we paraded with placards!”


  “It’s certainly that,” he said, trying to locate the springs of his instinctive misgivings, “but there’s something about it I don’t like. It’s not just the risk of arrest on some trumped-up charge – obstruction, creating a public nuisance – they’d find something if they laid hands on any of us. And it’s not the pleasure of reminding all those popinjays that there are more important issues than waving flags. Maybe it’s the timing.”


  “The timing? I don’t follow, Giles, dear.”


  He said, grumpily, “Well, there’s no point in us falling out about it. It was a majority decision and we’ll go ahead. I only lay down one condition. They leave the wording of the leaflet and the tactics to me.”


  “Oh, but they’ll do that,” she said, and he thought she was probably right. The Shop Assistants’ Action Group did not lack ideas and enthusiasm but it was woefully short on funds and prestige, both of which Giles Swann, a director of a nationwide haulage network, could provide.


  The Jubilee ambush continued to bother him. They lived in a pretty little Georgian house at Shirley, within easy reach of East Croydon Station, and the back looked over woods and pastures to the Kent-Surrey border. That same night, unable to sleep, he got out of bed and went on to the terrace looking across the fields to the blur of Addington Woods and here, in uncompromising moonlight, his misgivings crystallised. He saw the leaflet raid as a single jarring note in a national overture. It was easy to imagine the wrapt expressions of the Jubilee holidaymakers, each of them revelling in a day’s release from monotonous toil to witness an unprecedented display of pomp and martial display in which they would feel themselves personally involved, and a majority, regarding the Queen’s personage as sacrosanct, would surely regard the descent of a shower of leaflets on her entourage an act of impiety. It would be irrelevant too, on a day when London was out to enjoy itself, and when every man, woman and child assembled there personally subscribed to the mystique of Empire and took pride in the spread of red on maps hung on the blackboards of the redbrick Board Schools.


  Of all the Swanns, Giles saw himself as the only one involved in the present. Alex, George and Hugo were forsworn to the future, to an increasingly modernised army, to the spread of commerce and the triumphs of the sports arena as the might of the tribes increased year by year. His father, who had once had a social conscience, had slipped back into the past, to the battles for franchise and human rights of the sixties and seventies. But it sometimes seemed to him that he alone was equipped to lift the lid on this treasure chest they called the Empire and examine, piecemeal, the terrible injustices concealed under the plumes and moneybags stowed there. As a child he had witnessed an aged couple evicted and despatched to separate workhouses, and as a youth he had penetrated the galleries of a Rhondda coal-mine and seen, closehand, the filth and degradation of the industrial cities in the north. Everywhere, it appeared to him, was gross imbalance; wealth and power on the one hand, grinding poverty and naked cruelty on the other, but so few acknowledged this boil on the body politic. They chanted patriotic music-hall ditties, put their money on the Grand Fleet and thought of themselves as actually taking part in an eruption of power and plenty, unique in the history of mankind. Then they went blithely about their concerns, the privileged making money, gallivanting on river and race-course, snug under a mantle of rectitude woven for them by Providence. For the others, who made all this possible, it was very different. The conditions worked by shop assistants in the big emporiums were only one of the blatant contradictions in an age of tremendous technological progress and the flagrant contrasts within the system tormented him for it seemed to him that, once they were publicly recognised and acknowledged, they could be so easily adjusted. Romayne’s revelation was a case in point.


  He remembered her as she had been in their courtship days, a pampered, highly-strung child of an industrialist, who had seemed never to comprehend his smouldering quarrel with the status quo, who had taken all her privileges for granted and had indulged in a fit of temper whenever anything was withheld from her. But all that had changed and under pressure of what he looked back on as absurdly melodramatic circumstances. Unable to adjust to her selfishness he had jilted her, abruptly and finally after a scene in an Oxford Street milliner’s a minute to closing time one Saturday night, and had glumly assumed that the incident marked the end of their bitter-sweet relationship. Yet it was not so. Something had rubbed off on her, enough to project her out of her cushioned surroundings and into the workaday world, there to test his theories in the light of personal experience. Eighteen months later, against all probability, he had found and reclaimed her, earning her living in the cash desk of a northcountry haberdasher’s, and sharing the submerged life of living-in shop assistants working a sixty-hour week under what was really no advance on the lot of slaves. The experience had transformed her utterly, and if that could happen to her it could happen to others, providing the point could be brought home to them with equal emphasis. Yet how to achieve it, without revolution and blood on the streets? Not by protest meetings at Hyde Park Corner. Not by leaflets, placards and parades and letters to the press. Surely by legislation, and the slow reshaping of public opinion it would be possible. There was a lesson here somewhere, for him and for everybody else. Possibly, just possibly, Soper was right. The public needed a shock, a whole series of shocks, and perhaps his underlying misgivings concerning Soper’s tactics stemmed from an excessive respect for law and order and an instinctive distaste for involving himself and his family in scandal. Romayne, out of regard for him, had not succumbed to those pressures and remembering this he discerned the real source of her enthusiasm for Soper’s paper bombardment. Standing there in the moonlight he thought, forlornly, ‘She did that. She endured that purgatory for eighteen months, and for no other reason than to prove that we belonged to each other, paying in wretchedness for her tantrums, her ridiculous involvements with grooms and music-teachers, her gross extravagance and the capacity, hardening like a crust, to see the dispossessed as serfs. Well, then, to hell with what I think about the proposal. I’ll do it. Not for Soper and not even for the poor devils he claims to represent, but for her.’


  He went in to find her sleeping soundly and studied her in the shaft of moonlight that fell across the pillow. A beautiful child, robbed by sleep of the strange contradictions imposed upon her by the past, that included her failure to present him with a child, something she would probably see as a fresh source of inadequacy, although he did not. There were already too many children in the world. Many of them would never have enough to eat. Many of them would grow into spindle-legged, weak-chested adults with no alternative but to work out their lives at the dictates of some stonefaced overlord like her father or his grandfather. Like his own father, even, despite Adam Swann’s national reputation as an enlightened gaffer. He slipped in beside her, still troubled certainly, but comforted, to some degree, by the completeness of her transformation.
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  Paper Ambush


  IT WAS DIFFICULT TO RID HIMSELF OF A SENSE OF melodrama as he went about his preparations, beginning with the drafting of the leaflet and ending, an hour or so before the procession was due to pass the corner-site, on the day itself. It was as though all the time he was planning, counselling, conniving, he was standing off watching himself masquerade as a nihilist, a Balkan assassin or a bearded anarchist resolved upon some stupendous master-stroke instead of what it was, an insignificant discord in the national overture.


  More than once, as the day drew near, he came near to admitting he was a pompous ass to involve either himself or Romayne in the charade, yet he persisted, partly because he had his full share of Swann obstinacy, but more because, below the level of self-mockery, he acknowledged his cause was just. And then, when every last detail had been perfected, and he was alone in the airless little annexe, partitioned off from the empty showrooms, excitement liberated him from the sense of the ridiculous and he told himself that he would not have been anywhere else. But it still nagged him that Romayne had insisted, as the price of his involvement, on becoming one of the four selected for the perpetration of the actual deed.


  They had all wanted a part, even if it was limited to throwing a handful of leaflets apiece and then running for it, as Giles and his chosen three planned they should. But four, he said, was the maximum number within a safety limit. Their escape route lay down four flights of stairs, into the corridor between shop and staff entrance, past the janitor’s cubicle and out into Catherine Street, there to lose themselves in the crowd. The plan was as perfect as he could make it. There was a more than even chance that they would all be clear away before the distributing point was located and searched, for Soper, himself an employee of Beckwith’s, laid long odds that Meadowes, the janitor, would quit his cubicle at the side entrance the moment cheering heralded the vanguard of the procession.


  This part of the premises, the western end, was deserted. The entire staff of the emporium, some fifty of them, were now lining the row of windows nearer the Law Courts, and it seemed very improbable that anyone would leave them at the climactic moment, so that the stairs leading to the upper stockroom, where the ambush was centred, were likely to remain free. Soper and his fiancée, a fragile girl with huge, trusting eyes, who served at Beckwith’s glove counter, were positioned there, with five hundred leaflets apiece, laboriously blocked out on a child’s printing set, for printers could be traced. The wording was direct and, in Giles’ view, necessarily inflammable. It ran:


  
    AFTER THE SPECTACLE THE RECKONING! MILLIONS OF HOURS OF UNPAID OVERTIME WERE WORKED BY COUNTER-JUMPERS TO MOUNT THE SPECTACLE YOU ARE WATCHING! THE AVERAGE SHOP ASSISTANT WORKS AN ELEVEN-HOUR DAY ON A SMALLER WAGE THAN AN AGRICULTURAL LABOURER. TAKE ACTION NOW TO ORGANISE THE TRADE AND OPPOSE:

  


  
    Low Wages


    Fines for ‘refusing’


    Unjust dismissals without a character or right of appeal


    Prison diet, fed to living-in staff


    Abbreviated half-days.

  


  
    THESE ARE BUT FIVE CURRENT GRIEVANCES OF THE MOST EXPLOITED WORK-FORCE IN BRITAIN.

  


  Soper and his committee had been ecstatic about this broadside, embracing, as far as it could on a leaflet measuring about six inches by eight, most of the major ailments of this industrial lame duck. Privately Giles thought it could have been condensed to a point where it could be read at a glance but there was no time to redraft so he let it pass, concentrating on the strategy of the ambush with particular emphasis on the escape route. And now, in the stifling heat of a room piled with the paraphernalia of a haberdasher’s window-dressing team, he watched the eddying crowds below, ten deep he would say both sides of the Strand, with a dribble of latecomers drifting down sidestreets in the vain hope of finding a chink in a kerbside phalanx.


  Time passed slowly. About nine, as Soper had predicted, the distant throb of drums and the cheers of spectators lured Meadowes, the janitor, from his cubicle and he went out, leaving the staff door open. Soper’s key had ensured their entry before he was on duty, and Soper and his fiancée, Miriam, had climbed to the second storey with their bundles of leaflets. Romayne had been stationed as signaller on the third landing. His own job was to watch for the head of the procession, give the signal, and keep a close watch on the escape route and the movements of the janitor.


  Timing, he had insisted, was vitally important. It would do far more harm than good to throw the leaflets over the sills before the royal entourage was safely past and on its way down Fleet Street. He hoped to select a section of the cavalcade that was marching rather than riding, for it was always possible that a shower of leaflets would frighten a horse and cause casualties. If there had been the faintest hint of a breeze most of the sheets would have drifted the width of the Strand but the bunting and flags on the lamp-standards hung motionless and it seemed likely that nearly all would find pavement level on the north side. It didn’t matter, so long as Soper and the girl followed his orders and waited for the signal passed on by Romayne. Soper was an impatient chap and waiting there, with the sounds of the drums and brass drawing nearer as they battled with the almost continuous roar of the crowd, Giles wished he had had someone steadier to take his own place as scout in order that he could oversee the leaflet bombers in person. He stepped out and tiptoed halfway down the last flight of stone steps to a point where he could see the empty cubicle, then back again, calling softly to Romayne to tell Soper and Miriam that the janitor was safely out of the way. Then he resumed his place at the window and concentrated on the area immediately below. And it was at that moment, his eye ranging the north pavements, that he noted the movement of the thickset man wearing unseasonably heavy brown tweeds and a brown derby hat.


  He was clearly more than a spectator and seemed to have some official purpose down there, for he walked purposefully along the carriageway, head tilted, eyes scanning the façades instead of the carriageway, as though he was some kind of policeman or marshal, assuring himself that all was well among the tiers of patriots massed at the windows of the northside premises. There was no menace about him, only an unwavering watchfulness, and when the blaring bands and the cheering engulfed them all like a tumbling wall of masonry he still sauntered there, turned away from the oncoming procession. By then, however, Giles had all but forgotten him, his attention caught and held by the spectacle in spite of himself, as the royal entourage rolled by, eight rosetted greys pulling the open carriage containing a little old woman under her white parasol, the splendidly mounted and richly caparisoned bevy of royalty in its immediate wake, then the glittering, jingling squadron of Horse Guards, and behind it rank upon rank of blue, scarlet and gold, a thousand or more men with brown faces and martial step, their presence representing the flag at the ends of the earth.


  The moment was at hand and he was on the point of turning to call up to Romayne when, once again, the man in the brown derby caught his eye, insistently now for he had stopped sauntering and was standing squarely on the kerb, staring up at a window immediately above. It was the window where Soper and his girl were stationed. With a grunt of alarm, Giles saw the first of the leaflets flutter down, drifting idly and aimlessly, like birds dropping out of the sky, and in the same moment he saw the man below stiffen, gesticulate and run swiftly round the angle of the building and out of Giles’ line of vision.


  There was really little but instinct to tell him the watcher had spotted something amiss up there and for a second or so he dithered, his eye roving the fringe of latecomers in search of Meadowes, the janitor, but as he hesitated more and more leaflets floated down, separating in flight so that they seemed to multiply out of all proportion to the number printed. Then, whipping round, he heard the scrape of a boot on the stairs and leaped for the landing, almost colliding with a thickset figure in the act of tackling the third flight.


  The man must have moved with extraordinary speed. Ten seconds or less had brought him this far but his step, notwithstanding his bulk, was as light as a boy’s. In a few strides he would be level with Romayne, staring over the stairwell. A moment later he would have Soper and his girl trapped with his back to the door.


  Giles shouted, “Run, Romayne, run!” and flung himself at the steps, grabbing the heavy material of the man’s trousers, then enlarging his hold on one brown boot, so that the man lurched and stumbled, falling heavily against the iron stair-rail and half-turning, so that Giles caught a glimpse of a red face with heavy jowls, a large moustache of the kind made fashionable by Lord Kitchener, and eyes that glared at him with a baffled expression. He was so occupied with holding the man that he did not hear Romayne’s warning cry, or the rush of feet on the stairs heralding the frantic descent of Soner and Miriam, the girl still clutching a double handful of leaflets. He was aware, however, of Romayne darting past or over them and into the store room he had just left and almost at once, it seemed, her reappearance with a dust-sheet that billowed like a sail and all but enveloped him.


  Then, amid a rush of movement and a confused outcry, the man he was holding let go of the stair-rail and whirled his fists, aiming a blow capable, he would have said, of felling a prize-fighter had it not been deadened by the enveloping folds of the dust-sheet, but was still powerful enough to knock him clear of the stairs to a point where he cannoned into the scampering Miriam, sending her crashing against the door of the store room. After that all was the wildest confusion, the intruder heaving under the sheet and the four of them arriving in a body at the foot of the stairs and bolting headlong down the corridor to the staff entrance where Meadowes stood, mouth agape and hands upraised to ward off what must have seemed to him a concerted charge. He was swept aside, steel-rimmed spectacles flying one way, peaked cap another, and then they were clear and running through the crowd in the direction of Drury Lane.


  There was no immediate pursuit, or not so far as a glance over his shoulder could tell him as they doubled two more corners before arriving at the eastern arcade of Covent Garden, deserted now but shin deep in litter and baskets and barricaded with costers’ barrows half seen under their tarpaulins. He stopped then, catching Soper by the arm and saying, breathlessly, “Into the market – a dozen places to hide!” and they both scrambled over the barrows, pulling the girls after them and found cover in the semi-darkness of the grilled caves beyond.


  Nobody said anything for a moment. The girl Miriam was grimacing with pain, and holding her right hand to her shoulder where it had come into violent contact with the store room door. Soper was spent but otherwise intact. The white of Romayne’s petticoat showed through a rent in her skirt and she was already fumbling in her reticule for safety-pins. Then Soper said, soberly, “My God! That was a close shave! Who was he, Mr. Swann?”


  “How would I know? A plain-clothes detective maybe, keeping a lookout for something like this. He seemed to pinpoint the place at a glance.”


  Soper’s eyes widened as he said, “You mean somebody peached? Someone on the committee? He was stationed there waiting for us?”


  The narrowness of their escape put an edge on Giles’ tongue. “I don’t think anything of the kind. He was checking the route and saw something unusual. You and your leaflets probably. Why the devil didn’t you wait for my signal like we arranged?”


  “We had trouble getting the window open. The frame stuck at less than an inch.” This from the girl, still massaging her bruised shoulder.


  “But you actually threw leaflets. I saw some go down.”


  “We broke the glass,” Soper said. “We had to, there was no other way,” and Giles growled, “Well, at least we know how he spotted us. Not that it matters.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Swann. We muffed it. Most of the leaflets are still up there.”


  Giles replied, sourly, “You don’t fancy going back to finish the job?”


  Romayne said, sharply, “That’s not fair, Giles! What else could they do in the circumstances? At least some leaflets went out.”


  The girl Miriam began to cry, quietly and half-heartedly – a child warned that she will be given something to cry about if she doesn’t watch out. Giles was suddenly aware of the overpowering might of the forces ranged against them, ranged against everybody in their situation, including the cheering crowds who would soon go home, sun-tired and satisfied with their brief vision of world domination, but expected to make it last until the next free show vouchsafed by the élite. A coronation, a royal wedding or a Lord Mayor’s Show.


  He said, more to himself than the others, “It’s no use... these demonstrations... leaflets, placards, with everyone involved risking their jobs. There must be another way, a way that doesn’t put everyone at risk.” He looked directly at Soper. “You and Miriam would have been recognised by the janitor. You daren’t go back to Beckwith and Lowenstein’s now.”


  “I don’t have to. I’ve given notice. I told the floor manager I was moving to another billet up north. I was paid up last Saturday.”


  “You’ve got another billet?”


  “No. That was a cover, in case something like this happened.”


  “You’ve got a character?”


  Soper shrugged. “I’ll use the ones I used to land that job, ones I wrote myself. I was in trouble at my last place. It soon gets around if you’re a militant.”


  “And Miriam?”


  “She can go back. Meadowes didn’t see her.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “I’m sure,” Romayne said. “She was last out and I knocked his glasses off while she was still in the corridor.”


  Pride in her took possession of him, going a short way to soothe the frustration and humiliation of the day. He said, “You all came out of it better than me. I was supposed to be lookout but I let him get that far. If Romayne hadn’t been sharp with that dust-sheet none of us would have got clear. I’m sorry I sneered, Soper. I had no right to. Your stake is a much bigger one than mine and I don’t have to remind you what can result from using forged references.”


  “That’s all right, Mr. Swann.” He put his arm round his girl and she winced. “It hurts horribly,” she said. “Do you suppose we could find a chemist open and get some arnica?”


  “You stay here,” Giles said. “I’ll find a chemist’s and a pie-shop too. You’ll be safe enough here until the crowds start dispersing. Then we can all go home. Will you wait with them, Soper?”


  “Anything you say, Mr. Swann.”


  He went out into the blinding sunshine, working his way west towards Trafalgar Square and King William IV Street where, on his way to the rendezvous, he had seen shops open. ‘Anything you say, Mr. Swan...’ They all looked to him for a lead, not because he was more qualified to give one than the least of them, but because he was a renegade from the far side of the barricades, a man who owned his own house, wore tailored clothes and had a famous father. It wasn’t good enough, not by a very long chalk, and somehow he would have to improve on it or leave them to get on with it alone. He found a chemist’s and bought a bottle of arnica, then a market coffee-stand where he bought four meat pies and four bottles of ginger beer, carrying his purchases back to their refuge in the labyrinthine corridors of the market. Romayne took charge of the girl, coaxing her to unbutton her blouse and expose a great purple bruise above the prominent collarbone. He noticed that she flushed when her neck and shoulders were bared and he turned aside, taking Soper over to the grille. He said, quietly, “You’ll never get a billet after this and you know it. Have you any experience of clerical work?”


  “I was a ledger clerk at Patterson’s, the wholesalers, soon after I left school.”


  “Why didn’t you stick to book-keeping?”


  “I got sacked after asking for a rise. No shindig at Patterson’s, just a straight case of Oliver Twist on that occasion. Don’t bother about me, Mr. Swann. I’ll look out for myself.”


  He liked Soper’s spirit and wry sense of humour. Headstrong he might be but if
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