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One

THE MONEY WAS newly warm against his ribs. Swinging his cane, his feet turned out like a dancing-master, humming and hatless, he strolled down St Martin’s Lane and into Trafalgar Square. His hair, which seemed to burst out of his head and was the first thing anyone noticed about him, rippled in the summery breeze. A woman of a comfortable age came walking towards him, a wicker basket on the crook of her arm. She drew level, and he made her a smiling bow, because he’d done what had been asked of him, the day was glorious and life his to command.

He’d been obstinate, had stood out for every last penny. The sum had been disputed, ledgers unsnapped and entanglements placed in his way – deliveries over, deliveries under, discounts misapplied, the quietness of the season. Oh, it had been a game alright. Roberson had tried to make him feel like a provincial, ignorant and wormy. ‘Do what you like up there. Ninety days’ credit for London trade, plus the usual forgiveness,’ the man had said. ‘Sixty if you want to keep our business,’ he’d replied. He’d braced his calves and stiffened his jaw. ‘Sixty, as it always has been with our firm.’ Then he’d insisted he receive the debt in bank-notes and counted them twice, under Roberson’s nose, despite the fact that it was indecorous.

And there they were, plumping out his London frock-coat, which had been cut three monarchs ago and was no longer easily buttoned. It was stupendous, when he thought about it, an act of a truly lavish god, that this humble commercial operation that was keeping him and Isabel afloat should still be without competitors. No, it was too small a word. He should call it a miracle and have done with it.

He halted, the church to one side, the raw yellow ashlar of the National Gallery to the other. Hands cupped over the smooth porcelain knob of his cane, he gazed around. Mongrels fighting, the arguments of barrow-boys, a squadron of cavalry jingling down Whitehall, bugles piping from Horse Guards, the squeal of ungreased wagon axles. Noise, everywhere noise and haste.

‘It’s you who should be doing this,’ he’d said to Lutwylch, ‘you’re the one who’s running the show. You know the language. I’m just an artist.’ But Isabel had been looking severely upon him, and Lutwylch, fob-watched and obedient at her elbow, lawyerish in his wealthy spectacles, had said, ‘Think of the fees if I have to send the duns in. Besides, you’re going to town anyway. A few strong words and he’ll settle.’ They’d left it until the last minute, when there was no time to argue. The horses had been unrugged and backed into the traces. Blissett, burly and leather-gaitered, had checked the buckles; was climbing onto his box. ‘Don’t forget my coffee beans,’ Isabel cried. The groom stood back and the coach rumbled out of the cobbled yard.

No point in being a niggard about it, he’d said to himself later. It’s for the good of the family. A man who entrusts the exchequer to his wife must accept the obligations that are thereby entered into their arrangements.

‘Well, Thomas, did you get the money?’ That was what she’d ask him as soon as he got home and the children had gone to their beds. The question would shin up that measured voice of hers and clamber out of her mouth with a cutlass and a brace of pistols at its belt. She might pretend otherwise but within her careful, managing mind that would be the foremost issue. And now, as of twenty minutes ago, he could answer, ‘Yes, by God, I did.’

Therefore his character was in credit and he could set about the real purpose of his trip with an unhampered conscience. He removed Isabel from his thoughts and tucked her into a cubbyhole along with Lutwylch and certain aspects of the modern epoch that disquieted him whenever he travelled to London.

His picture, that was the thing, not Roberson or the coffee beans. It wasn’t every day of the week that a man had his work hung at the Royal Academy. How would it look? Would he feel it could have been done better? Would anyone pause for more than a second beneath it? He’d imagined some reviewer selecting his pithiest words: ‘The work, however, before which everyone halted was that by an unknown artist from Norfolk. His colouring, the texture of paint, the sheer intensity of expression, by these Mr Thomas Gage has elevated his profession to an altogether superior niveau . . .’ But now that he was here, a stone’s throw away, he felt his confidence ebb. It would look tawdry, a daub, amongst such a wealth of talent. He began to enumerate all the points of composition on which it was open to criticism. Here – such and such; there – the other, ending with the fact that he’d fussed at it and titivated long after he should have left well alone.

He squinnied up at Lord Nelson. A little fellow in his socks, and by no means faultless. But audacious, and with pluck by the gallon.

A button-hole, a crimped red rose-bud laced into a corset of moss, was twirled in front of him.

‘Only a ha’penny, sir.’ Her wheedling voice took him by surprise and he started.

‘I believe I can afford that,’ he said, and wishing to diffuse his nervousness, prattled about the fine spell of weather they were having and Nelson also having been a Norfolk man as he stooped to let her grimy fingers pin the flower.

‘Luck live in your hat!’ she cackled, stepping back to seek fresh custom. He touched his note-case for reassurance. He had a final whittle at his nose. Then he made swiftly across the street to the Academy rooms, his heart bump-bumpering in its socket.


Two

THE COACH WAS stationary. They were delayed at the railway crossing beside Whistlefield Halt. It was the Cambridge line and Prince Albert, in the company of Her Majesty, was going to be installed as Chancellor of the University. The horses shuffled in the traces. Their braided tails hung despondently, like sausages on a butcher’s hook. One of the leaders rolled back its upper lip, angled its head, and began to chew at the top rail of the barrier gate, its stained teeth grinding into the white-painted wood. Blissett’s whip leaned at an angle in its pot. The shadow of its lash swayed to and fro on the pale highway. The man himself was dozing beneath a tree a few yards off.

Ten years ago, when Thoroughgood held the reins, the Norwich Phenomena had been a crack flyer. Polished and buffed, resplendent in its livery of yellow and chocolate, it had whirled its passengers over the flat eastern roads without a worry in the world. No longer. The railways had seen to that. Its magnificence was gone; it was dying the seedy and ignominious death of a king in exile.

But Thomas did not care. He had no moral or philosophical objection to the railways, on which he had travelled three or four times. The experience had merely been uncongenial to his soul; strident, rude and lacking in honour. He preferred the curiosities of journeying slowly with Blissett, especially in the summer when he would take an outside berth at half the price, on the roof with the luggage. The views that were unfolded across the countryside, the intimate peeps over garden walls and into bedrooms, these were what he relished. Also the old-fashionedness, the hallowed procedures, and the conversations that were to be had with people who had time to think. He could see no merit in urgency for its own sake. Only men who knew they had five minutes to live could have a reason for hurrying. Speed was a thief when one considered it in the round.

He put aside his newspaper and distributed his slight portliness in a general way along the bench. A snap of wind stirred the bale of his rich hair.

Did it matter that the coach had to wait a few minutes or even half an hour provided that it reached Norwich at a reasonable time? Only because he’d stayed longer in London than he’d intended, in fact by three whole days, and Isabel’s nose would be out of joint. ‘Think what you will, but this is a capricious world,’ he would say with an adequacy of penitence. For he had done the business with Roberson and remembered the coffee beans. And what else! His brown eyes took on the glow of a profoundly satisfied man, in which he had the help of a day whose excellence had overwhelmed him ever since 6 a.m., when he’d clambered puffingly up the ladder and found himself the only passenger on the coach.

What hadn’t he done! Of a sudden he wished to be at home with his children, quickly, in a single bound, so that he could tell them his news. He said to Blissett, ‘How much longer are they going to keep us here, eh?’

Blissett rose and shook his whip until it rattled in the pot and the gatekeeper on the far side of the track looked up. ‘When’s she coming, then? Quarter of an hour us have been kept here, Mr Gage and self, and that’s a quarter too long in my line of work.’

‘Any minute now. Royal train to Cambridge. Down from Tottenham at eleven twenty, up from Cambridge at three on the dot this p.m. Speed never to exceed forty—’

‘Why’s that? ‘Fraid it might blow up?’

‘Her Majesty may be carrying, or so people say.’

‘Then why don’t she be like sensible folk and stay put?’ He turned towards Thomas. ‘It’s all because of the German wifey. If she’s ready to drop another of those great bullocks, then she shouldn’t be out travelling. Plain as a pikestaff. She should be tucked up at home and the doctor patting her hand.’ He raised his voice again. ‘You over there, you know something? It’s the likes of you who’re putting the likes of me out of a job.’

‘No call to get humpy. It’s not my fault.’

‘Never said it was. Only making an observation. Anyway, there’s your minute gone. So where is she? Mr Simpkins won’t be liking this. He’ll nail my skin to the wall unless I make up time on the road. As if I could, with the sort of horses he buys nowadays. Look at us, can’t even afford to carry a guard any more.’

‘Oh, she won’t be far away. May have been a problem getting up steam,’ the gatekeeper said comfortably, scratching the top of his back on the knob of an iron railing. ‘Something of that nature, p’raps.’

‘Then stick your ear to the line and have a listen,’ commanded Blissett.

‘Can’t do that. Says in the rule book that nothing—’

‘As surely as God made little apples so he gave us gutless nibcocked prats. You give me headache, you do.’ Grinding his teeth and muttering, ‘Blooming Germans, nothing to do but breed like rain drops,’ Blissett returned to the shade of his bush.

The gatekeeper removed his cap and jiggled it a full circle on the tips of his forefingers. He whistled the opening bars of a popular tune. A caged starling continued it from the window of his cottage. The horses shifted their tufty hooves; the harness creaked; a few mean, dry globes of dung golluped into the dust. Otherwise there was a hot and listless silence, through which a family of magpies swooped gleaming onto the sun-striped track.

Thomas said ‘damnation’ and spread his arms along the back of the bench.

The trees around and the hawthorns that fringed them were heavy in leaf. How did they do it? How did they achieve all those dancing tints of green? How could the colours of a simple leaf be so elusive when in action? It was the wind. It huffed and it puffed and its myriad slaves twirled their skirts, stood on their heads, lay down, sat up and flashed their bellies. So what was the wind that had such a power? An invisible despot, born in a cauldron to invisible parents. ‘Oh Nature, thou art a damned deceiving rascal,’ he murmured, and closing his eyes, let all the greens and blacks tumble through his blindness. How could he show people what they weren’t capable of seeing for themselves? Whoever would be persuaded if he painted not only the facts but also what floated between them, the dreams, the loveliness, the unsayable shapes that gave them light, air, and character, that made his canvases sing for him? He’d been lucky with Mr Wheaton. He still had difficulty believing that this well-dressed man should have made a beeline for his picture, his and no other, at the very moment he was standing beneath it. He was sure his heart had lost a good stone in weight for all its jumping about. But he knew Wheaton hadn’t properly understood it. He’d said Yes, how beautifully it was realised, with the storm rearing up in the background and Jammy staring intensely over the boat’s gunwale. Such a marvellous composition, he’d said, their shoulders touching; such immediacy, such a fine portrayal of boating. But he’d had no feeling for the nervousness of the water, nor had he apprehended that what Jammy was staring at was a vision of watery death. Perhaps he’d come to it. Perhaps he’d hang it at the foot of his bed and one morning his wife would remark, ‘I do wish you’d put that thing somewhere else. It quite frightens me.’ Then Mr Wheaton might come to an understanding of the picture he’d bought.

He should have started painting earlier. All that piddling around being a soldier – parades, drenchings, rising at dawn, having to march for miles on his flabby ankles. What a waste of the years that had been. And just because his sister Anne, who was crueller than anyone he knew, had told him every month without fail that he’d never get a wife unless he reduced himself, that he’d perish lonely and fat. Their father, who ran his small farm solely with a view to eating prodigiously three times a day, would laugh and tell Anne to hold her tongue. But he, Thomas, became terrified and would retreat to his room and knead his pinkening belly flesh with tears flowing down his cheeks. For he believed his older sister and detested the thought of loneliness, which he could imagine only too easily on the vast bare land of Norfolk. The notion plagued him so horribly that one Sunday morning, after breakfast prayers, he announced that in future he’d walk the three miles to church, there and back.

‘You never will,’ jeered Anne, poking him in his soggy ribs, ‘you’ll collapse, even though it’s flat the whole way.’

‘I shall do so, and then I’ll go away and be a soldier,’ he said, from a certainty he would become as lean as a bayonet and so never be lonely.

Baggy Gage they called him. ‘Here, let me fetch a chair for you,’ they sniggered if there was ever a question of his mounting a charger. A pudding was named after him, a clumsy affair made of suet and Sicilian currants. ‘Hang on there, men, is this not what we see when we look upon our Mr Gage?’ said the Colonel, reddish-haired Mayhew, jovially prodding the mound on his plate. Whereby Thomas had been given to understand that when it came to beauty, valour and virility, he was no competition whatsoever to the whiskered heroes around him.

But all this time their ladies had smiled on him, at his stand of hair, his lined and homely face, into his large brown eyes. On the night of the Regimental Ball, one, Bella Cartwright, had gone further. So Thomas had ceased to protest when Mayhew taunted him for being the least handsome officer in the mad king’s army.

A thunder-bug alighted on his wrist. He brushed it away. So blue was the sky! It almost made him ill with joy. He had no idea why it was fixed at blue instead of yellow or cherry. Today its blueness was incomparable, without a cloud anywhere – no, that could never be, not in England. He searched the horizon. Sure enough there they were, a string of small grey eggs, woodlice crawling over an azure carpet.

‘You should travel on the railway, sir,’ the gatekeeper called over. ‘Only four and a half hours from London to Norwich on the fast train. You’ll never get better than that. That thing you’re on – had it. Pushing up the daisies.’

‘Bosh,’ he said, his mind splendid with clouds and the colours of leaves and the midsummer yolkiness of the sun above him. He thought, I would like to have a river meeting the ocean here, with trees down to the water’s edge and fishermen beaching their catch, the spray from tautening ropes, the tide sucking at the sternpost, meaty arms, salty eyebrows—

Two brindled oxen loomed out of the tunnel of oaks opposite him, drawing a laden hay wagon. A youth, fifteen perhaps, sat coiled and dreaming on the bench, the reins idle in his hand. Round his neck was a scarlet handkerchief, bird’s eye pattern. His shirt, limp with sweat, hung from the cross-bar. The gatekeeper stretched out both arms, raised and lowered them with emollience. ‘Woa, you brutes, I tell you woa now.’ The boy hauled back, a tense slip of sinews and golden skin, his ribcage grooved. A fillet of hay fell onto his head and crowned him in saffron. The wagon frame groaned. A thistle wrapped round one of the spokes resolved itself into a cluster of purple buds that slowed and ceased to turn. The oxen blew out their wide nostrils and looked at each other.

‘Don’t move an inch,’ Thomas whispered, feeling under his seat. With quick fingers he unbuckled his saddlebag and took out his sketchbook. He centred the date, 9th July, 1847, dashed a line beneath it and started to draw.

‘. . . I don’t care what anyone says, she’s German and that’s the fact of it. So’s that prince of hers,’ Blissett was saying.

‘Got something against them, have you?’ The gatekeeper’s voice was devoid of interest.

‘You can say! Right the way back to the one who didn’t have a word of English between his lugs. How can you have a king who can’t even say Good Morning? You might as well sit a paving slab on the throne, that’s what I say. What’s the matter with us on this island? Run out of the proper sort of spunk, have we, that we need to fetch Germans in to rule us? And here’s another thing, cock-o-me-lad—’

The rails trembled. A whistle cried, and the train was upon them, a pilot engine leading the way.

Thomas steadied his eyes and flexed his fingers. The royal banners twittering in their scabbards, the metrical ratchet of pistons, the glowing firebox; the whisked-away faces, the coaches with the hay towering above them, the steam writhing between the rails, the gatekeeper’s shins, the scattering magpies – he observed them all in the flashing seconds. The plume of smoke he saw as the breath of a galloping elephant.

At Colchester he finished everything except the sky, which he did when they stopped at Ipswich for another change of horses.

It was evening before they reached Norwich. He had Blissett put him down at the livery stable where he’d left his horse. There, for Isabel’s sake, he touched in a stub of flame sprouting from the funnel and, with his smallest brush, the blur of a grey glove inclining fingertips to him with bestowing regality. It was not the truth. It was in every way better, and would give pleasure to a woman.


Three

ISABEL GAGE WAS a prudent woman, about five foot eight and weighing mediumly. She had a round, quiet face, seldom used rouge and wore no other rings than her wedding band. Her dark hair fell tidily onto her shoulders. She was proud of her hands, and of her waist, to which she liked to draw attention by means of bright panels in her dresses. Otherwise she lacked all ostentation and had long since reached the age of providence. She was forty-three.

Her eyes were more blue than any other colour. When she was really adamant about something – when her children had gone too far, for instance – she would speak with them closed, and her eyelashes would quiver furiously, not with rage, which was alien to her, but with the obstinacy of someone who has firm principles and intends to uphold them.

Because of an injury to her neck as a girl, when she’d been thrown from the governess cart, she carried her head upright and turned it with her body. This, together with the slight arthritis from which she suffered, had led her to adopt a slow and purposeful gait. She was unable to skip upstairs if she’d forgotten something. Consequently she had made it her business not to forget, and would complete each portion of her tasks with calm efficiency. When playing croquet, she never dawdled over the shot, which she had planned while stalking up to the ball. Food she seemed to place in her mouth according to a stratagem; and when she had their groom, Sam Buzzerd, drive her somewhere in the trap, she went there without deviation.

When she was young her father, a self-made industrialist, had been caught cheating, quite blatantly, at whist in a private house. For a long time they’d been shunned by the county, her father, mother and herself, every single one of the Merediths. She had never forgotten this. She therefore mistrusted society and kept her own counsel.

For this reason and perhaps also because of the stiffness of her movements, matters appeared to flow sedately within her. Strangers very easily made the mistake of assuming that she had lost interest in the world, or that her brain was operated by gravity, as though it were a water-tank at the top of a very steep hill. Only her intimate friends were aware of the labour she put into assisting the poor and uneducated, and only Thomas knew that every pulse of her heart was reserved for her family.

Her first marriage ended on a morning of freezing fog, when her husband’s horse slipped and crushed him. She was left with a daughter called Harriet. Soon afterwards Thomas, who was six years her elder, declared himself. She was reckoned lucky to have a second chance. It’s for her money, people said spitefully, those who saw nothing but plainness in her, who set little store by constancy and loyalty and had no inkling how much Thomas yearned for domestic ballast in his life.

She had a black pug called Venus, the only dog she would allow in the house. Thomas kept two pointers, Natasha and Verochka, that he and Sam took on occasional forays after partridges. These lived in the kennels behind Sam’s cottage. She also had her poultry, a dozen or so bouncing, boyish Black Minorcans who were permitted to desecrate the garden without fear of further rebuke than ‘Shoo, off with you, you villains.’ She loved them as she did her children.

She was sitting with Harriet on her usual bench so that she could keep an eye out for Thomas on the long straight road from Sparling. Below them the garden sloped gently down to the bridge across the river where in olden times there had been a toll-gate. It was a fine relic, with a recess on either side in which foot travellers could wait until carriages or farm animals had passed. A previous owner had planted a belt of pines to screen it from the house but Thomas had had them cut down. He enjoyed sketching the motley that crossed it, their stoppings and greetings, the gesticulations and palaver (which when the wind was right he could hear quite distinctly), the cattle and donkeys, the carts, the troops of high-headed geese. It was the only bridge for miles in either direction. Isabel believed they possessed some ancient manorial rights to it from the days when the tolls had belonged to the owner of their house. Leonard Lutwylch, their family lawyer, had mentioned it when they came to Fordwell.

A sinuous band of evening mist was starting to form over the river, raised above the surface as though on stilts. Below the bridge by about a hundred yards was the mill-house and its gently dripping wheel. She heard the crack of his mallet as Mr Rodgers tapped down the planks to cut off the millstream for the night. This was the man who had the grazing of their water-meadows on the other side of the river.

A little way above the bridge and masked from it by the boskiness of their pleasure grounds was their boathouse and a deep pool where Thomas and the children swam, fished and in winter skated. There had been occasions when Isabel, after exacting promises of good behaviour, would join them in the boat. But since these invariably seemed to end in one prank or another, she now left them to it.

‘What can he be doing all this time?’ asked Harriet plaintively. She was eighteen and very like her mother, only a little thicker round the neck.

Isabel took a handful of barley and linseed from her metal scuppet and tossed it into the flower-bed for the Minorcans. She knew Thomas’s weaknesses by heart. She didn’t think he’d have stayed so long in London for the company of men. He was easily bored by their obsessions and brutish humour; soldiering had given him enough of men. But for women, or rather for a certain type of woman, he was quite helpless. He admitted it, withheld nothing if she landed her question on the button; would roll his nightingale eyes at her, wrinkle his scalp so that his hair moved like a field of corn, and say: ‘My dear, that look she gave me – I was lost! Taken by storm! It’s Bella Cartwright’s fault. She started it all.’ She was aware of the significance to him of Bella, who on the night in question had yet to become a widow. Without difficulty she could point a finger at certain of his other loves. She didn’t reproach him: frailty she understood. She was inclined to blame her own sex for preying on him; harpies bored with their husbands, and he so defenceless. But the moment of rebellion had come, a few years after Fred and Emily were born, when she deemed it just that her womanliness should no longer be at his beck and call. Affectionately yet firmly, in the pearly glimmer of a May dawn, to the distant rapture of skylarks, she had removed his hand and declined him his hour of plunder. It was not the word she had used: he would have been unbearably mortified. But she had felt it to be plunder that he should enjoy her body while thinking of Bella Cartwright and others she could name. She’d taken refuge in her age, in a drying-up of essential fluids, in the demise of that particular urge now that she’d borne his children. They’d talked it over and agreed it was the best, perhaps the only, solution, seeing as how nature had provided for them in these different ways. He’d become tender and remorseful, pledged himself to her until the day of judgement – laid his head on her shoulder and gone back to sleep.

She said to Harriet, ‘Remember that he has a picture hanging in the Academy Summer Show.’

‘Is that such an honour? He never really gave me a straight answer. He seemed rather embarrassed about it.’

‘Oh yes, it’s a terrific feather in his cap. At the first attempt! I expect he’ll have popped in to see it, though he was rather dithering when he left. I do hope he has. It’ll have done his confidence no end of good.’

‘But it can’t have taken him five days!’

‘There was some business that Mr Lutwylch asked him to attend to, a man who wouldn’t pay our bills. Difficulties may have arisen. We all know that dear Thomas is not very apt when the question is of business. He’s probably bumped into friends, been asked out to meals, that sort of thing. He’ll come home when he’s ready.’

The gong rang for dinner. Starched and formidable, Mrs Macbride appeared on the terrace and called down to them – unnecessarily, for they were already on the move, chilled by the evening mist. Arm in arm, like a pair of tall white wading birds, they walked up the slope between Isabel’s espaliered roses while behind them the Minorcans noisily stabbed a slug to death.


Four

THOMAS’S BELLY WAS rattling like a drum. A bowl of soup and the end of a loaf was all he’d had since morning. He should have put aside his painting of the royal train and had a decent meal when they stopped to change horses. But he’d wanted to finish it while the scene was still fresh in his eye so he could give it to Isabel as a peace offering. He’d gone without and now he was hungry.

His mare was going well beneath him, throwing her legs forward in a firm trot that raised blisters of dust from the road. She was an animal that was completely sufficient for him, being neither tall nor haughty nor so narrow that he scraped his feet on her elbows. Sam Buzzerd was resolute in his opinion that a mole had adulterated her horsiness somewhere in the pedigree, both on account of the mare’s colour and what he called her ‘burrowing’ style of going. ‘I reckon master mole crept into the stable and slipped its dam a portion when she did sleep,’ he once remarked, the closest he dared to venture to rudeness. (He’d had no say in her purchase.)

Thomas was unmoved. He had no wish to terrify himself aboard some rampant foaming stallion. Nor was he out to cut a dash, for which he knew he had the wrong figure. What he sought in a horse was obedience, patience, a short distance to the ground, and a good broad wither on which to rest his sketchbook.

‘G’dap, my love, or we’ll be late for our supper.’ He made a forwarding motion with his wrists and clicked his tongue at her, whereupon she batted her ears, as much as to say, Can’t you see, I’m doing my best.

The day was hanging onto its heat. Sweat caked the lines that slanted down from his temples, and the horizontal wrinkles on his forehead. It had gathered in the corners of his eyes. Everything in his face crackled when he blinked. His cheeks were burning. He was looking forward to the coolness of Fordwell House.

He went by Lutwylch’s villa, which he thought more vulgar with every day that passed. The lawyer was taking an after-dinner constitutional across his fields with his wife and son. They looked up on hearing the sound of hooves. ‘Tomorrow,’ he shouted, raising his top hat, ‘no time to talk now.’ A couple of straight miles (open road, save for one small grove of elms), and he came in sight of Sparling, a cluster of low houses, thatch over flint, gathered beneath the rising ground on which stood the ancient church of All Souls. The evening sun had goldened the long arched course of its clerestory windows, transforming them into a sheet of flashing bronze. He left the highway; a bend to the right, a dip down into the village, and now the graveyard trees were between him and the windows, splintering the light into spikes of flame, dragons’ tongues, jagged portents.

Wombwell was fetching his milk cows in for the night, flicking at their dirtied rumps with a wand of elder. They were still at it in the joiners’ yard, Bill Latham standing atop the tree-trunk while his son crouched below him in the pit and the blade of the double-handled saw moved up and down between them with a somnolent rasp. Past the blacksmith’s foundry Thomas went, and the almshouses on either side with their small, bright gardens of phlox, into the spreading shadow of the great elm that grew in the centre of the square.

‘No—’ His saliva was gritty with dust, and he spat. ‘No malarky now, lads,’ he called forward in case the village urchins were waiting in ambush behind its trunk. At the same time he searched through its boughs. Water-bombs, dead mice, packets of hens’ feathers, all had been known to fall on the heads of travellers. He skirted the tree at a safe distance, curling a sideways glance round it as he did so. The ambush was empty; in the background he saw the vicar bending over in his garden, his shirt very pale among the box bushes.

‘Good evening to you, Mr Johns, home again.’ The other straightened, took his spectacles off the wall, but said nothing, even though he stared after Thomas for a good half minute. Meditating on his sermon, Thomas decided. Last week it had been on The Advantages of Travelling by Foot; the benefits to the soul of contemplation, the flowers the Lord has planted for us, Sunday trains a sacrilege – the day of rest and whatnot.

At his raking trot he rode past the parish pump with its new iron handle, past the pond and its scum and sailing ducks’ feathers, checked for a boar that was stumping across the square with sunken reproachful eyes, and came abreast of the coaching inn, once The George and now The Lord Nelson. Why was the place so deserted? There was usually a crowd of men outside it at this time of the day instead of just the two old Button twins, John and Bobby. He forgot about his stomach and went over to where they were playing shove ha’penny.

‘Where is everyone then?’

‘Why, there’s a fair arrived at St Margaret’s, what they call a minadgerry. That’s where they’ve all gone, to see camels, a Rooshan wolf, an elephant and a lion that once ate somebody.’

‘Don’t be forgetting the smallest dwarf ever born,’ said the brother. ‘And wasn’t there talk of a boxing match? Wasn’t Albert Rodgers going to take on all-comers?’

‘So why haven’t you gone with them?’

‘Cos it’ll all turn out to be hokey-pokey, that’s why. John here had a report from our sister, who said only the wolf was halfway interesting, and seemingly that’s in a rough way because of the heat. You take my advice, Mr Gage, and keep your tuppence for that boy of yours. Tuppence! Who’d want to spend that to see a freak when you can see Jammy Peach for nothing any day of the week?’

‘My Fred’s all right then? Not got into a scrape since I was away?’

‘Right as rain, Mr Gage, or us’d have heard, wouldn’t us, John?’

The butter-smooth coin sped up the board and dropped off the end without striking another. ‘Thy brains were in thy feet for a-thinking about friend Jammy. Have another go, brother. I won’t mark you for that one.’

Thomas’s mare was keen to get home and suddenly launched an array of heraldic capers. He clapped her dusty neck and trotted off. He didn’t bother to look into the coaching yard. That fellow at the Whistlefield crossing had been right: the railways were winning hands down. Even the poor could afford to use them, crammed into things like open-air toast racks and charged a penny a mile to shiver their skins off and have their pockets picked. Not a pot in sight for folks with a full bladder. He’d never get Isabel on a train. If she saw what he had, drunken oafs pissing over the side, shaking out their blubbery cocks while their women laughed, she’d never leave the house again. Anyway, at least they didn’t have one running past their front door. No money could be made from building a railway in their quiet corner of Norfolk. He turned the corner and was out of sight.

The Buttons wiped the beer off their whiskers, folded their arms and got down to business.

‘Jammy says he’s been to London town and not returned when he should have. Mrs Gage is most disapproving, he says.’

‘Don’t you go believing everything Jammy tells you. He’s a loaf short of a meal is that one. Any road, Mr Gage is far too fly to get himself walloped. I heard—’

‘What’s that you heard, brother?’

‘Our sister was speaking to a friend of hers from out Gantling way—’

‘You mean that Rosie woman?’

‘Course I do. Who else could it be, lumpkins? Who else does she know from those parts? Don’t be interrupting all the time . . . and what some dicky bird told Rosie is what I’m going to tell you now.’

Their brown felt hats converged across the table. The air grew swollen with gossip. ‘. . . minding you, I’m not saying as how he did or how he didn’t lie with the lady. Only that if it’s true, and you know it doesn’t take much to set our sister squawking – well, I’m not the one to be blaming him. In fact I’d say more meat on his bone, him being the age he is and not what you’d call a bunch of forget-me-nots so far as looking’s concerned. Queer business what ladies see in a man, I always say.’ He leaned over and wiped the board down with his crumpled hat. ‘You to go, Bob.’

‘Where are they? Where’s my Fred and Emily?’ he demanded, his face poised above the threshold of the dining-room like a crimson moon. He’d meant to look solemn and repentful. But the expectation of seeing his children had got the upper hand; the larky, boisterous, unreformed scamps, the only true Gages.

‘You haven’t shaved,’ Isabel said. She too had wished to assume a different aspect. She was sincerely glad to have her husband back. But distaste for that bristling roughness was what reached her at that moment.

‘Haven’t shaved? Of course I haven’t shaved. I wouldn’t be here now if I’d waited for the fellow in front of me to have his beard taken off. Then the coach was held back at Whistlefield while the Queen’s train passed. Prince Albert on his way to be made Chancellor. It seems like we hung about for hours. I tell you, I did damned well to get here at all today.’

‘Oh, Thomas, don’t look so hot and grumpy. Sit down and take the weight off your feet.’ She rang the hand bell. ‘Mrs Macbride, you can fetch Mr Gage his soup now . . . There, drink your beer and tell us the news from London. Your picture, was it admired? Did you remember to get the coffee beans? Was it as scorching as it has been here? Tell us everything. It’s always lonely without you.’

‘But the children, what have you done with them? You know I like to have them around me when I get home.’

‘You must be reasonable, my dear. How were we to know it would be this evening you returned? They’ve gone to stay with the Lutwylchs for the night. Leonard and Joan are taking them with some other children to the circus at St Margaret’s. You should have seen their faces, they were so excited.’

Thomas had spent much of the day planning this scene, how he’d torment his darlings, tease them without mercy until they begged him to say what his surprise was. Emily would pull his hair in vexation, Fred would crawl across the floor and imploringly splash his boots with tears – here! In this very room! Where they weren’t, because they’d gone to see an elephant stand on its head with cocksure Mr Lutwylch and his half-baked wife. Harriet’s company was simply not the same. He clamped a crust of bread between his teeth and tugged at it until it broke. Moreover he felt belittled by the casualness of Isabel’s enquiry. She should have been able to feel his moment of triumph from a distance, like a seer; sense it happening the instant Mr Wheaton strode down the gallery, adjusted his eye-glass and said resoundingly – fortissimo! Loud enough to flatten Jericho! – ‘By Jove! What a cracker, that’s the one for me.’ Instead all she’d wanted to know about were her coffee beans. He didn’t fall into a sulk but he was peeved; sticky, hungry, thirsty and peeved.

Mrs Macbride came in with his soup. He asked would she boil the water for his hip-bath afterwards. She snorted, refrained from spilling soup onto his lap and marched out grumbling, clicking her long red jaws.

Isabel remonstrated with him. Mrs Macbride was cooking a piece of lamb. It would be intolerably hot in the kitchen if she had to boil a lot of pans as well, especially on an evening like this, despite having both windows open. She regarded him steadily down the table, eye-lids going up and down like candle-snuffers, their lashes starting to twitch. ‘I think you could make do with a foot-bath just this once,’ she said in a way that was more than a suggestion. When Mrs Macbride returned with the saddle of lamb she gave her the new instruction.

He finished his meal and immediately felt tired. Harriet and Isabel left to shut up the Minorcans. He went down the corridor to the kitchen. Mrs Macbride had laid out his slippers and embroidered cotton nightgown. The copper foot-pan was waiting for him in front of the cooking range. He stripped naked and with a scowl started to flannel his white, quivering slopes. He wished, oh how he wished, that Fred and Emily had been there, jumping around on the doorstep as he rode in. Instead it had been Sam he’d met, reporting in tones of the utmost lugubriousness that the dog-cart was in need of a new axle. He reached behind him and pulled up a chair. ‘Phooh’ – and he fell back wetly onto it, his buttocks lapping the wooden slats, soap in the corner of one eye, towel over his hunched shoulders, a wronged Canute.

Mrs Macbride entered with a tray of dinner things, on her way through to the scullery.

‘Bridie,’ he said, ‘can there be a purpose to it all? You women build up such knowledge of everything. I don’t believe there’s a single one of you really dies – you know, disappears for good and all. You just go behind a screen, get yourselves looking different and come back wiser than ever. Here, give my neck a rub, will you? I must have got a chill in it somewhere.’

His considerable nakedness did not alarm her. She was used to it. Wherever men rode horses, there were injuries to be repaired. In her own domain she was quite at ease with Thomas.

He and Isabel lay back on their pillows, separated by the sacrosanct corridor of crisp linen. Sometimes, on a cold night, they would warm their feet together. Otherwise she had declared it a no man’s land. If Thomas encroached too far into her territory when sleeping, she’d get out of bed and climb back in on his side.

‘Does it mean nothing to you that I sold my picture?’ he said, still out at the elbows.

‘How can you say that? It’s an extraordinary thing to have done, without formal teaching or a single friend at the Academy. I can’t tell you how proud Harriet and I are. And Fred and Emily, when they hear of it – you can be such a silly. As if we didn’t care – of course we do!’

In fact she hadn’t properly understood the picture, despite his explanations. She couldn’t for the life of her make out why Jammy should have that expression on his face if death was on its way. Why was he sitting staring into the water with that storm coming on? Why wasn’t he rowing like mad for the bank? What she liked were scenes of sheep fairs, of fishing vessels, of images that were familiar.

Jammy now having entered her thoughts she said, ‘By the way, Jammy told me this morning that he wants to learn reading and writing. He was so shy about it that I wanted to hug him. Can you imagine it, Jammy a scholar? He said it was because everyone laughed at him so. He wants me to teach him so that he can better himself. Of course I agreed.’

‘I suppose that means we’ll have to find a new back-house lad one of these days. He may be on the simple side but he works his fingers to the bone.’

The day was going from good to bad. Despite his wash, he still felt dirty. The room seemed stifling. He gazed round at the walls which Isabel had had papered in chocolate, with a thin pink stripe of prancing angels. In winter it was cosy enough but now it was suffocating him.

‘How that girl of yours can snore,’ he said unkindly.

‘I expect it’s Venus you’re hearing,’ she replied, for the dog had its bed on the landing outside their room.

‘Well, gag it then.’

She rolled onto her side and planted her elbow in the corridor. She was immune to his tantrums now she had achieved a position of equality in their marriage. He was lying with his hands behind his head, wondering whom he could use as a model if Jammy left them.

‘The business, Thomas, did it go off alright? Did you get the money?’

He glanced at her, seeing less her lacy nightcap and heavy-lidded eyes than Jammy peering at the reflection of his pimpled, strong-chinned face in the threatening water. ‘Yes, it couldn’t have gone better.’ He swung his legs out of bed and fished around for his slippers. ‘I’m going down for a swim.’

‘But did he actually give it to you, in full?’

‘Didn’t I say as much? Of course he did. I’ll go into town tomorrow and hand it in to Lutwylch.’

Dogs were barking in the village. There were voices and laughter on the bridge, bursts of song as people walked home from the circus. Layered above the cool breath of the river was the scent of cut clover. Tomorrow the women would troop down from Sparling, toss the swathes of hay and make a picture for him. Cows were snuffling and blowing on the bank opposite, their hooves sucking at the mud as they waded in to drink. Wild roses shone in the undergrowth, winking whitely. Nightbirds called, the poplar leaves rustled, the bullrushes whispered to each other, and three miles away the church clock at St Margaret’s struck eleven.

Something plopped into the water as he opened the door to the boathouse. He hung up his gown and spreading his torso upon one of the children’s bundles of tied reeds, paddled out into the bathing pool, his slowly moving legs gleaming in the silverlight like immense clumps of celery. The cattle raised their dripping muzzles and watched him as he swam upstream, his round powerful strokes and the prow of the reed mattress disturbing the water and causing it to murmur. He reached the point where he’d had Jammy pose for him and for a while trod water. The river had gouged itself a hole just there. When he was mooring the boat that day, the anchorstone had sunk, fizzing and bubbling, for what seemed an eternity. Even in summer the stream boiled at this point. It was why he’d painted Jammy there. But now it was dark. The dangers were hidden and the current was flowing between his parted thighs, tugging at his blood. Far away the band struck up ‘God Save the Queen’. He floated himself back to the boathouse, wondering what Fred would say when he told him about the picture.


Five

THE DOG-CART was too dangerous to use. Harriet had to go into town to consult the library of a friend’s father: Isabel was preparing her for local society and had assigned her various intellectual tasks to enlarge her conversation. Accordingly Thomas took her into Norwich the next morning in the one-horse gig. Sam had given him the measurements of the new axle; in his note-case was the money to deliver to Lutwylch.

Harriet was not a confident girl. She stuck close to her mother, suffered terribly from hay fever, and dreaded the prospect of marriage. Her world extended in a radius of about fifteen miles from Fordwell House; even to contemplate more distant regions intimidated her. And she was uncomfortable with Thomas, her stepfather, whom she regarded as a usurper.

She lolled in her seat, gnawing the hem of her shawl and speaking only when it was impossible not to. She viewed with particular disrelish the return journey, when the gig would also have to accommodate Fred and Emily, whom they were collecting towards the top of the day. She felt estranged by the obviousness of their love for Thomas and by the rowdy and possessive way they showed it. Exclusion, a sort of emotional blockade, was what came to her when the conversation swarmed with the gaudy complexities of the Gages.

They came into Norwich on the Spixworth road, past Stump Cross and down Magdalen Street to Fye Bridge, where they stopped so that Thomas could get out to see what goods were being moved on the quay. She had known he would do this. The barges were of no interest to her. She looked stolidly to the front, wondering if she could find an excuse to spend the night with her friend and thus avoid having to witness Fred and Emily clambering all over their father.

Thomas returned, saying he’d seen a drove of lambs being taken aboard. The springs sank as he stepped in. ‘A few good dinners for someone down there, eh! You’re being very quiet, pet. Had a bad dream last night, did you? Or has your mother set you a real twister of an essay? That’s it, I’ll bet. Nothing easy was ever born in her mind – and a fine morning to you too, Mr Mundy, Mrs Mundy . . .’

They crossed the river and drove into the centre of town, Thomas hallooing his friends and raising his brass-handled whip to the tradesmen he knew. Meanwhile he persisted humorously with his questioning. They reached her friend’s house in Lobster Lane. Thomas said he’d come back for her in a couple of hours. She got out hurriedly, clutching her pencil case.

‘Well, what is it she wants you to do? You can’t not tell me.’

‘I’m required to describe the influence of red-haired men in history and if you don’t mind, Father, it’s not very amusing at all.’ The door opened and a rather pretty maid appeared on the steps.

‘Good heavens,’ he said to himself, turning it over in his mind as he preened his side-whiskers. He cried, ‘The Plantagenets, Harriet! Don’t forget the Plantagenets!’ But the door had already closed behind her.

Still dwelling on the question about red-haired men, he went to the coachmaker, Mr Belling, and asked him to have the axle ready by the end of the week. Afterwards he drove to the three-storey brick house in St Giles where Lutwylch & Lutwylch had their offices. He turned into the stable yard through the wide blue gates and handed the reins to the groom. Having asked him to cover the seats in case of a shower, he checked that he hadn’t forgotten the money and went in, stooping so that his hair wouldn’t brush the lintel. He was wearing his everyday clothes: boots, whipcord breeches, and the long faded blue coat that had belonged to his father. It was rather hot for the weather.

The ‘business’ for which he had to account to his wife and Mr Lutwylch was paint, or, more specifically, a paint known throughout the decorating trade as Meredith’s Grey. It had been started by Thomas’s father-in-law, the man who was found sharping at whist.

Mr Meredith had formed the opinion that the white with which everyone painted their best rooms was insipid. He understood that they did this in order to reflect the candlelight and thus make reading easier and their surroundings less mumpish. But he thought it could be done better, more tastefully. After some years of experiment he succeeded in producing a brilliant, translucent whitey-grey with just a hint of blue, a colour very close to a pale aquamarine, that fairly threw the light around. Its drawback lay in the stiffness of the liquid, which made it unsuitable for the finickety work on cornices. When his first clients complained of this, he made up a thinner cornice paint which he sold in a variety of colours, each of them illustrated by hand in a sturdy oblong booklet entitled Meredith’s Gracious Paint Emporium. However, by its very purpose the cornice paint sold but slowly and it was Meredith’s Grey by which his fortune was made and sustained. In due course he constructed a manufactory in Norwich where he employed only persons of the most wholesome integrity, such as Methodists.

Some said his secret lay in an admixture of very finely ground glass similar to that Mr Gainsborough had used in his portraits. Others that he had paid an outlandish sum to a German living in Leipzig to formulate an entirely new chemical. Meredith did nothing to discourage this rumour. Whenever some competitor tried to prise the secret from him by promising every sort of lucrative collaboration, he would allow the chap to dine him royally and afterwards, over the finest bottle of port in town, would reward him with an exact description not only of the district in which this alchemist had lived, but also of his laboratory, his height, his posture (‘hump-backed. All that crouching over his retorts, you know’), his apparel, his comical errors with English idiom and even the scent of the tobacco he smoked, never forgetting to mimic the way the man flicked up the metal lid of his pipe, and the movement of his lips (‘like a feeding cod’) as he persuaded the angled match to draw. ‘Alas, Karl is with us no longer and I omitted to write down what he told me,’ he would conclude mournfully, thereby drowning the aspirations of his suitor with weights round both ankles. In this manner, and despite many attempts to unseat him, he kept his recipe privy until very nearly the day of his death. Apart from the foreman in the manufactory, only one other person at this time knew the formula to Meredith’s Grey, and that was his lawyer, Leonard Lutwylch, who as a youngster had drawn up his standard contract and thereafter handled all his affairs.

Not for one moment had Thomas hankered after admission to the business. What he sought from this brusque and overpowering man was not the fiddle-me-fee of buying and selling, but the hand of his daughter in marriage: stability and a family. His view on life was wholly provisional. After eight years of the army he harboured no certainties, not even a tenuous pattern of likelihood. Several times – the night before the battle of Waterloo, for instance, when the rain had washed him out of his bivouac and prevented sleep – a terrible fear had gripped him, and his mind had sidled over and peered into the crater of existence to see what might be disclosed; truth, a purpose, at any rate something not to be denied. All there had been were chance and the unknowable prowling round the moonlit bowl of mist. He had never glimpsed fame, ambition or money, only a tableau of muddle and accident. ‘A mouse has as good an idea of it all as I have,’ he would say cheerfully. ‘Live for the day.’ ‘Strike the bell while you can.’ When the talk turned to profit margins, discounting bills of exchange, and how many days of grace this customer or the other should have, he looked out of the window.

This was not an attitude that appealed to his future father-in-law, whose belief in hard work and the unerring finger of destiny had accrued at the same pace as his wealth. At first Meredith was suspicious, for his fortune was considerable. Later he began to see that the marriage might, after all, have its advantages, and decided to inveigle Thomas into the business. He would have someone to bully. Isabel had had bad luck being widowed like that; alright, the fellow was green, but anything was better than naught. And when Thomas, prompted by Isabel, laid upon the damask tea-table cloth his Waterloo medal and its crimson, blue-flanked ribbon, he plunged.

‘Good man! I can use a fellow who knows how to stand the enemy’s fire and give knock for knock. You were in the thick of it, my daughter tells me, held the line together single-handed. Cavalry charging, moustachio’d stalwarts coming straight at you with bared teeth,’ – he flattened his lips and made a pumping motion with his arms, as if approaching the last fence in a steeplechase – ‘death only yards away, then the order, “Front row, kneel and fire” – bang! “Second row” – bang!’ He thumped the table and made the spoons rattle in their saucers. ‘God, I wish I’d been there. The most glorious day in our history. Self-discipline, sacrifice, battering the Frogs. Good man, Gage!’

He paused and whispered something in Thomas’s direction.

‘Frightened?’ Thomas exclaimed. ‘Of course—’

‘Don’t waste your breath on an answer! Just seeing if it had made you deaf, all those cannons blasting away in your lug-hole. Deaf men don’t sell paint, eh! Now tell me what you remember best about the day. Take your time. Tell me as it comes to you. Then we’ll see how to get you fixed up.’ He sat back expectantly, gentling his palms on his stomach.

And Thomas, who had returned from France at the age of nineteen to hear of a whole string of barges of the wounded floating forgotten on Regent’s Canal, who adored loveliness above all else and who for a time had found it repugnant to speak of the battle
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