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






Chapter One

I

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

II

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


III

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IV

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Well?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Franz glanced into the yard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘A relation?’


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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