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Foreword
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By the first decade of the nineteenth century Napoleon Bonaparte had reached the peak of his brilliant campaign of conquest. He had fought and won battles in Africa and Asia and in 1809 he drove the British from Spain – part of the ‘Peninsula’. Only the might of the British navy saved the army from total annihilation.


That same year Arthur Wellesley, later to become the Duke of Wellington, returned to the Peninsula with another British army to help the Portuguese oust Napoleon’s soldiers from their country. For five years his army alternately advanced and retreated through Portugal and Spain until, in 1814, Lord Wellington pushed the French across the Pyrenees and defeated them in battle on their own soil.


The Peninsular War was fought against a background of political intrigue, parsimonious military budgeting and national prejudice.


There were many in England who bitterly resented the success and growing popularity of Wellington, and their machinations meant he was forced to fight many of his battles desperately short of funds for his army.


His two principal allies, Spain and Portugal, hated each other with a bitterness that at times superseded their hatred for the common enemy. The Portuguese kept their unfortunate troops without pay or equipment for alarmingly long periods of time while they were fighting on Spanish soil. Meanwhile, the Spanish fought the war with a casualness that constantly infuriated the British commander-in-chief, and occasionally brought him to the brink of defeat.


There were times, too, when Wellington was contemptuous of his own soldiers. They fought, won battles, and even coined French currency for him. Many thousands also died for him. Yet the general they admired so much once referred to the British soldier as the ‘scum of the earth’.


Following in the wake of the soldiers throughout the years of the Peninsular campaign were others who on occasion also incurred the wrath of the great general. These were the soldiers’ women, who followed the army wherever it travelled and fought. The ‘camp followers’.


Some were the legally wedded wives of the men they followed. Others were mistresses. A few were prostitutes. Their nationalities were equally varied: Scots, Irish, Welsh and English in plenty, but there were Portuguese, Spanish and French women, too.


These women shared with their men the hardships of the march, comfortless night camps, the many dangers of battle and the terror of sudden attack. Performing duties as cook, nurse, laundress, seamstress, mistress and mother, each was as proud of the regiment to which she ‘belonged’ as was the man she followed.


The women posed many problems for the provost marshals, the army’s ‘policemen’, and Wellington was himself obliged to issue orders forbidding the women from buying the bread he needed to feed his army. He also found it necessary on occasion to forbid the women from crowding on his supply wagons or taking over billets, and he constantly attempted to limit their numbers. Sometimes it was deemed necessary to have them flogged, but disciplining such a motley assortment of women was never easy.


The number of wives permitted to travel with the army never exceeded six for every hundred men. It was not a vast number, but in an army of, say, 36,000 English soldiers this meant that there were more than 2000 wives, with possibly twice this number of unofficial camp followers – and their children. By the time the army reached the borders of France after five years of warfare it had close to 10,000 women and children following in its wake. It is small wonder they posed a major headache to the British commander-in-chief.


Cassie is the story of a young girl who leaves a Cornish fishing village to follow the 32nd (Cornwall) Regiment to the Peninsula. It is also the story of the thousands of women who left their homelands to follow their men to war.
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The day Cassie Whetter realised she was pregnant turned out to be one of the worst days of her young life. She had suspected it for some time, of course, but fear of the consequences was sufficient reason in itself for not facing up to the facts. Now she could evade the issue no longer.


Her family believed her sickness that morning had been caused by something she had eaten, and her mother was duly sympathetic. It was natural, too, that the smell in the fish cellar where Cassie worked should turn her stomach. However, such an excuse would produce a few raised eyebrows if she used it again tomorrow morning. And the day after …?


Cassie’s concern for her condition was tempered by the confident belief that Harry Clymo would marry her as soon as he knew. They had been walking out together for more than a year and it was accepted by Cassie’s family and friends that she and he would one day marry.


Harry Clymo had no family. Orphaned in a cholera epidemic when he was six, the Poor Board authorities had put him out to work on a farm when he reached the age of eight. That had been ten years ago.


There were those who said Harry would never amount to anything more than a farm-hand. That he was not much of a catch for a girl, especially a bright and lively one like Cassie. Some even suggested Harry was simple. But Cassie knew he was shy. He was also kind, and Cassie had come to look forward to Sundays when he came to the village for the afternoon service and was able to spend a couple of hours with her. They would walk around the harbour, gaze at the fishing-boats that were never worked on Sunday, and talk about nothing in particular.


There was no doubting that Harry Clymo was the father of the child growing inside her. Cassie knew this, and Harry would too. It had happened on the last night of Mevagissey Feast when a week of celebrations ended in a grand finale.


It had been the finest Feast Week anyone could remember. When darkness fell, every house for miles around stood empty, the residents thronging the narrow streets of the small fishing village. There was dancing, singing, a travelling theatrical group – and drinking. A great deal of drinking.


Even when a light drizzle moved inshore from the sea it did not dampen the festive spirit. Nevertheless, Cassie had decided to return home for her cloak. She was wearing a new dress made up from cheap patterned cotton. She feared the dye would run if it became wet and she did not want that to happen today.


Harry accompanied her to the small but comfortable terraced house perched on the hillside above the harbour. All was in darkness, but it did not seem worthwhile wasting tinder to light a candle, even when she discovered the cloak was not in its usual place behind the kitchen door. Then Cassie remembered she had been repairing the cloak’s fastening only that morning. She must have left it in the bedroom she shared with her two sisters.


Groping in the darkness, Cassie found the cloak on the bed where she had left it and called the news to Harry. But he had followed her upstairs and Cassie collided heavily with him in the doorway as she hurried from the bedroom.


‘You fill the space better than that old door.’ There was laughter in Cassie’s voice as she clung to him to maintain her balance, her mind on the music and dancing in the streets.


Harry laughed with her, a short, nervous laugh. Then they both fell silent and neither attempted to move apart. Cassie opened her mouth to suggest they should move, but she closed it again without uttering a word. Standing against him in the darkness Cassie could not see Harry’s face, but there was a tension in his body that both frightened and excited her.


‘What is it, Harry? What’s the matter?’


The spurious questions came out as a whisper, yet they had to be asked. Cassie needed time to struggle with an emotional decision she had known must be taken before long. The decision whether or not she would allow Harry to do what so many of their friends boasted of doing.


Harry reached out and pulled her to him clumsily and uncertainly. Cassie knew with instinctive certainty that this was the moment to stop him if she wanted to. She should stop him. A sharp, shocked word from her would be sufficient. He would drop his arms to his sides and mumble a foolish, embarrassed apology … She said nothing.


The cloak slipped to the ground and Harry stumbled over it as, arms about her, he guided Cassie to where he imagined her bed to be.


Cassie protested mildly when they fell upon the bed together, but only because it was the bed shared by her two younger sisters. Her bed was a few feet away across the room and they moved to it hurriedly and clumsily.


Harry’s lovemaking was as hurried and clumsy as the preliminaries had been. It was all over in a few confused, uncomfortable minutes. As he rose from her the realisation of what she had just done overshadowed any other emotion she might have felt. She had given herself to Harry without so much as a single protest. Indeed, she had encouraged him by her silence. By so doing she had become one of the girls the minister preached about at most of his Sunday services. A ‘hussy’. No better than the girls from the nearby town of St Austell, who flaunted themselves on the Mevagissey quayside whenever an Italian or Portuguese ship docked to load a cargo of salted pilchards.


‘Are you all right?’


Harry’s voice carried a conflicting blend of concern and proprietorial pride. He and Cassie had known each other for more than a year but had never gone beyond hand-holding and kissing. Tonight she had given herself to him.


‘You’ll not tell anyone?’


‘Of course not – but we’d better go back to the others before they miss us and suspect what we’ve been up to.’


Cassie trusted Harry and she was grateful that when they returned to the others he made no attempt to drop boastful hints, as she had heard some of his friends doing …


All this had taken place three months before, in December. Now it was March. Harry had been very kind and considerate during the intervening weeks and they made love on two subsequent occasions. Both had been as unsatisfactory as the first. It was winter and the soft grass fields and cliff tops around the village were out of the question. They had made love once in the lean-to wash-house, with Cassie bent uncomfortably over the copper, and again in a derelict fish cellar. Any hope of romance on this latter occasion had swiftly disappeared when a rat scampered from a pile of rubble. It had brushed against Cassie’s skin as she lay straddle-legged beneath Harry, with only his coat between her and the cold, stone-flagged floor.


During the weeks since December it had been evident from the sly, knowing glances cast in her direction by Harry’s friends that they had guessed the extent of his new relationship with her. Cassie tried hard not to allow it to matter. However, the time was fast approaching when her condition would become obvious to every man, woman and child in Mevagissey.


‘I think I’ll go out for a walk.’


Cassie had spent a couple of hours lying on her bed, thinking. Now she walked through the kitchen where the family were gathered and took her cloak from the door.


Joan Whetter looked up from her sewing and smiled at her daughter. ‘That’s a good idea. The fresh air will do you good. Mind you wrap up warm, though. There’s a cold wind blowing off the sea.’


‘It’ll get a sight worse after nightfall, so be back home before dark.’


There were at least five hours before it became dark, but Samuel Whetter spoke grumpily. The owner of a small fishing-boat, he had been unable to put to sea for days because of a strong onshore south-easterly wind.


Seated at the table, Cassie’s two young sisters, Anne and Beth, hardly gave her a glance. Both were sulking because Samuel had insisted they spend the afternoon copying out a chapter of the Bible. It was a task that had been set for them by the teacher at the thrice-weekly Methodist-run school.


When the door closed behind his elder daughter, Samuel frowned. ‘I’m concerned about that girl. She hasn’t looked herself this past couple of weeks. If she’s no better tomorrow I’ll have old Polly look in on her.’


Polly Dunne was a Mevagissey woman who attended births, laid out the dead, and administered herb potions to those who could not, or would not, call on the services of a physician. She ‘specialised’ in pregnancy and childbirth and had attended every birth in Mevagissey for the last twenty years. Polly had been an old woman for as long as Joan Whetter could remember.


‘There’ll be no need for any of Polly Dunne’s mumbo-jumbo in this house. All sixteen-year-old girls have times when they’re out of sorts. I’ve felt like it myself, many a time.’


‘I can remember only three times when you’ve looked the way our Cassie does. The last time was when you were expecting our Beth. If Cassie’s no better tomorrow she’ll be seen by Polly Dunne. You might have blind faith in that young Clymo boy. I haven’t.’


Standing just outside the thin wooden kitchen door, Cassie had heard every word her father said. It did nothing to help the way she felt – but being outside the house did. She realised she had felt trapped in a cocoon of guilt inside the cottage and no answer to her problem would be found there. She had to talk to Harry.


The place where Harry lived and worked was in a remote spot off the Pentewan valley. Halfway between Mevagissey and the market town of St Austell, it was about four miles away. She had never been to the farm before, but Harry had described it so well she had no difficulty finding her way there.


Cassie had hoped to find Harry working in one of the fields before she reached the farm, but there was no one to be seen. Only a few sheep and lambs in one field, and a herd of dejected, hollow-flanked cattle in another. Neither could she see him in the farmyard that was flanked by house and outbuildings. In fact there was a puzzling air of neglect about the place. An appearance of tasks only half done.


Cassie stood uncertainly at the edge of a knee-deep morass of mud, manure and stagnant, stinking puddles for several minutes, wondering whether she dared go to the house and ask for Harry. Her dilemma was resolved when a stocky barrel-chested man emerged from one of the outbuildings. He wore a smock the colour of the farmyard and beneath one arm he held a wriggling piglet, which was squealing noisily.


When he saw Cassie the man stopped and glared. ‘What do you want? We’ve no work here for milkmaids, or any other sort of maid – though if you was a young lad I’d soon find something for you to be doing.’


‘I’m not looking for work. I’ve come to speak to Harry. He usually comes to chapel on Sunday. He wasn’t there last week. I thought there might be something wrong …’


This much at least was true. Harry had not come to the Mevagissey chapel the previous Sunday but there was nothing unusual in this. He would often miss a Sunday service if there was work to be done on the farm.


‘If you want Harry Clymo you’ve come to the wrong place.’ With this the farmer’s mouth clamped shut in a thin, disapproving line and he began to walk towards the house.


‘You mean … Harry doesn’t live and work here?’


Cassie was puzzled. This was the farm Harry had told her about. She was certain of it. Even the farmer himself was just as Harry had described him.


‘This is the farm where Harry Clymo used to work, but he ain’t here no more. He’ll never dare show his face here again, neither. Not after the way he’s behaved.’


Cassie felt as though the ground was opening up beneath her feet as the farmer turned his attention upon the noisy pig. ‘Shut your row, or I’ll slit your throat ’afore Sunday!’


‘Where’s Harry gone? Why did you send him away?’


‘Send him off? I did no such thing to the ungrateful young wretch. After all I’ve done for him these past ten years he ups and goes without so much as a thought for how I’ll manage without him. Treated that boy like a son, I did. A good straw bed in the barn, a fire in the kitchen for him to warm his hands before milking on a cold winter’s morning. Even let him eat in the house with us once or twice. There’s no gratitude in you young folk these days.’


Dismissing the picture of Harry’s life conjured up by the farmer’s words, Cassie asked anxiously, ‘Do you know where he’s gone?’


Her plea exposed the desperation she felt. The farmer peered at her with a new interest. ‘You’ll be that Cassie girl, from down Mevagissey. The one he’d talk about whenever I gave him half a chance.’ The farmer grinned maliciously. ‘What’s the matter, girl? Harry left you in the lurch, too? Left you with more than he’s left here, I’ll be bound. That reminds me, there’s a few bits and pieces of his up in the barn. When he left me in St Austell market he said I was to give his things to Cassie Whetter. That’ll be you, I dare say?’


Cassie could only nod.


‘There’s a letter for you too. Not much more than a line or two. He scribbled it out and handed it to me, for you. Don’t ask me what it says. I’ve never had no need to learn to read or write, nor the missus neither. She’s got the letter up at the house.’


Suddenly losing interest in Cassie, the farmer turned away, but Cassie called after him.


‘Where did Harry go? Where is he now?’


The farmer jerked the wriggling pig to a more secure position beneath his arm. ‘Your guess as to where he is now will be as good as mine. He took the King’s bounty and went off with a recruiting sergeant. Harry Clymo’s joined the army. Gone to fight Napoleon.’


The farmer’s information shook Cassie to the core, but she hoped the note Harry had left would explain his actions. Taking off her shoes she hitched up the skirt of her dress and made her way through the evil-smelling farmyard mud to the dark and gloomy outhouse pointed out to her by the farmer.


Harry’s clothes and pitifully sparse belongings were strewn untidily about the heap of blanket-covered straw that had been his bed. Cassie suspected the farmer had already looked through his possessions. In spite of her own predicament, pity for Harry welled up inside her. This had been his home for ten years. This was where the Poor Board authorities had sent him as punishment for being an orphan in receipt of parish relief. There was nothing here Cassie wanted. She had a constant reminder of Harry Clymo inside her belly.


Leaving the cursing farmer to chase the lively piglet which had finally wriggled free in the yard, Cassie made her way to the house to collect Harry’s letter.


She had met few farmers’ wives. They rarely came to Mevagissey, preferring to shop in St Austell on market days. Most of those she had met had been solid and comfortable, rather jolly women. The wife of Harry Clymo’s employer was none of these things. At least a head taller than her husband, she was thin and gaunt-featured, with a nose that reminded Cassie of a chicken’s beak.


‘So you’re the girl young Harry told me about.’ The farmer’s wife looked at Cassie equally critically. She saw a brown-eyed girl with dark hair pulled back and tied behind her head. Small, only a lingering hint of immaturity concealed a figure such as the older woman had never possessed.


The beak sniffed noisily and lifted a little. ‘I’m blessed if I can see why he was so smitten, I’m sure.’


‘It seems he wasn’t so smitten as everyone keeps telling me.’ Cassie spoke sharply, stung by the woman’s words. ‘If he had been he wouldn’t have run off and joined the army.’


‘There’s something in that …’ Rummaging inside a huge earthenware pot, the farmer’s wife suddenly lost patience and upended the contents on the kitchen table. Picking out a piece of folded and crumpled paper, she handed it to Cassie. ‘Here. Perhaps this’ll tell you why he upped and left.’


Suddenly the woman’s face softened and she looked at Cassie wistfully for a moment. ‘Mind you, there was nothing for Harry here. He was a hired hand, earning barely enough to keep him in necessities. All he got from life was a beating when he did something wrong, and not a word of praise for working hard for months and years. I’d have had him in the house sometimes, but Bill would have none of it. Even when Harry first came and I could hear him crying with the cold out there in the barn, his little legs and hands fair raw with chilblains.’


Cassie was only half listening. The note – and it was no more – had been written hurriedly in pencil upon a page torn from the recruiting sergeant’s notebook. In a few lines, Harry confirmed what the farmer’s wife had just said.






Can see no future on the farm. The serjant says a bright lad like me can be a serjant in the army in a year. An officer in two. He says I’m the sort the army has need of. He’s given me three guineas for signing on. Wish I could have seen you before going but I’m off to Horsham, in Sussex, wherever that is. Wait for me Cassie. I’ll be back to marry you as soon as I can.


Harry








The letter was addressed to ‘Cassie Whetter, Mevagissey’. She doubted whether it would ever have reached its destination had she not come looking for Harry.


‘What does it say? Will he be coming back?’


Folding the note carefully and tucking it inside her purse, Cassie said, ‘He’ll be coming back to marry me, but you won’t see him on the farm again.’


‘He’d get no welcome from my Bill if he did come back – and I trust you’ve no reason to want him to marry you in a hurry? Gone off to fight a war, has he? I’ve got a sister who promised to wait when her man went off to fight in India, more’n twenty years ago. She’s still waiting, and none the wiser whether he’s dead or alive. You’ll be the same if you wait for a soldier to come home and wed you. But I haven’t all day to spend chattering …’


The farmer’s wife had seen her husband walking towards the house. His scowl was as black as the mud-covered piglet he held up by its back legs.


‘Be off with you, and wish that young man well for me … if you ever see hide or hair of him again.’


Pausing by the river which ran parallel to the valley road, Cassie washed off her legs before replacing her shoes. Her initial dismay had passed and she was beginning to marshal her thoughts.


She knew what she had to do, but her plans were far from clear yet. Two basic facts had to be faced. She was pregnant – and the father of the child she was expecting had gone off to join the army. Unlike the sister of the farmer’s wife, Cassie could not await the return of her lover for ever.


Quite apart from the shock to her family and the anger of her father, there were the laws of the land to be considered. Bastardy laws were harsh in the extreme and if the Reverend Mr Tremayne happened to be on the bench she could look forward to a lengthy spell in gaol. The choleric old cleric was fond of saying there was nothing like a few months in a prison cell for teaching an unmarried girl the errors of sinful ways. The fact that a St Austell girl returned to prison after her sixth illegitimate child did nothing to shake his faith in this custodial panacea.


Lost in her thoughts, Cassie sat on the river bank for so long that darkness overtook her well before she reached Mevagissey. She entered the house and went straight to her room, accepting without complaint the cuff to the side of her head administered by her father because she was late home.


That night, when Joan Whetter took a mug of hot milk and a chunk of fish pie to her daughter, she thought the tears on Cassie’s face were the result of her chastisement. Her hug, and a whispered, ‘He didn’t mean anything by it,’ only made Cassie cry more.


When Cassie’s tears ceased, Joan went downstairs to remonstrate with her husband for what had really been no more than a light tap. Samuel justified his actions indignantly. He had told Cassie to be home before dark and she had disobeyed him. He had been fully justified in chastising her. Indeed, if it happened again his punishment would be even more severe …


Later, after leaving the kitchen without a word, Samuel returned from Cassie’s bedroom and reported that he had made peace with his daughter. As proof of her forgiveness, she had hugged him more warmly than he could ever remember since she was a young, totally dependent little girl.


All was well in the Whetter household.


[image: image]


Cassie left home the next morning as soon as the house had emptied of her family. The weather having improved overnight, Samuel had set off in his fishing-boat at dawn. Joan went to the fish cellar in place of Cassie and at 8.30 a.m. the two youngest girls set off for the Methodist school.


Before leaving, Cassie wrote an explanatory note to her parents, omitting only her destination. Then, making a bundle of all the clothes she thought she would need, she took her savings from the small tin box beneath her bed. Encouraged by her mother, she had saved something each week from the pay she earned at the fish cellar. Sometimes it had been no more than a penny, more often sixpence and, very rarely, as much as a shilling. Changing it into coins of a larger denomination whenever she had enough, Cassie had amassed the sum of seven pounds, four shillings and threepence.


It was a small fortune. Enough, surely, to take her to Horsham in unknown Sussex.
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Cassie walked the seven miles to St Austell town, arriving to catch the coach to Plymouth with only minutes to spare. The timing was sheerest luck on her part. She had little knowledge of coach timetables – and none at all of the routes they followed. Before setting off from Mevagissey she had looked at a map of Britain kept in a drawer in her mother and father’s bedroom. The map had once belonged to her grandfather, who was talked of with great respect as being ‘a scholarly man’, and it had become a treasured family possession.


Poring over the map, Cassie had eventually located Sussex. She had not found Horsham, but that did not matter too much. Cassie expected everyone to know where it was once she reached Sussex. Getting there would be the main problem. She knew it was in the general direction of London. So too was Plymouth and she decided this would be the place she must make for first of all.


The cost of the fare to Plymouth dismayed Cassie, even though she opted to travel outside, perched among the baggage of those passengers who were more comfortably accommodated. The fare had taken a frightening portion of the money she had with her. However, it would be a fast journey, only six hours to Plymouth – and speed was essential until Mevagissey and possible pursuit were far behind. For the next leg of her journey she would consider travelling on a stage-wagon. The wagon would take much longer, the heavy vehicle moving at no more than four miles an hour, but it was the cheapest form of transport.


Seven miles from St Austell the coach stopped at the ancient town of Lostwithiel to take on another passenger, a young dark-haired man with a great deal of baggage. When it was loaded he climbed up to the roof to check it was secure. While he made his check Cassie was obliged to move for him, accepting his apology.


Satisfied, the young man climbed down off the roof, nodding amiably in Cassie’s direction before entering the coach. A number of well-dressed men and women had come to see the young man safely ensconced in the vehicle. When it moved off he hung from the window, acknowledging their waving kerchiefs until a curve in the road hid them from view.


A few miles further on they stopped again, this time at Liskeard. Here the passengers were allowed twenty minutes to stretch their legs and partake of tea, ale or stronger spirits, as their inclination took them.


It was cold travelling on the roof of the coach and Cassie would dearly have liked to buy a drink of tea, but the need to conserve her depleted funds was paramount. She warmed herself by walking briskly back and forth along the road outside the inn, ensuring she never let the coach out of her sight.


The coach was late setting off from Liskeard, delayed by a joining passenger. An elderly lady, she was boarding the coach when she discovered a vital piece of her baggage had been left behind at her house. Assuring the coachman it would take no more than three minutes to have it fetched, she despatched a hotel porter. Thirty-five minutes later, panting beneath the weight of a large trunk, the porter returned.


The fuming coachman drove his vehicle out of Liskeard as though he led a cavalry charge. Clinging tightly to the rail beside her, Cassie could hear the squeals of protest coming from inside. Loudest of all was the voice of the woman who was the cause of the coachman’s anger.


There was good reason for haste. The coach needed to be ferried across the wide Tamar, the river that formed the border between Cornwall and the remainder of England. The ferryman was renowned for his irascibility and impatience. He would wait for the coach for no longer than five minutes beyond the appointed time – ten if he had few other passengers on board – but he would wait no longer.


Missing the ferry might delay the Plymouth-bound coach by as much as two hours – and the owners of the coach imposed a fine on the coachman that increased proportionately for every fifteen minutes it was delayed. Missing a ferry could cost him as much as a day’s pay.


Unfortunately, the coachman’s haste on this day would cost him far more than money. Whipping up the horses for a final two-mile dash to the ferry, he took his vehicle around a corner much too fast. Even so, he might have made it safely had not a householder been building a garden wall at the side of the road. A large boulder the size of a man’s head had fallen from the wall to the road. One of the coach-wheels struck the boulder, bouncing in the air and coming down again with a bone-jarring crash. There was the sound of splintering wooden spokes and the coach lurched down on its axle. The momentum of the galloping horses swung the toppling coach in a calamitous, lopsided arc towards a muddy bank that plunged twelve feet to a fast-moving stream.


As the coach left the road, Cassie’s screams mingled with those of the passengers travelling inside and as it toppled she was thrown over the back of the rolling vehicle. Two of the panic-stricken horses were pulled over with it. The traces of the others broke and they maintained a terrified gallop along the road.


Cassie landed in a tangle of long grass and low bushes growing beside the stream. Although scratched and shaken, she was otherwise unhurt and she had no time to worry about any effect the accident might have on her unborn baby. Sitting up she was just in time to watch the coach complete its final roll and come to rest on its side in the water, two wheels still spinning noisily.


The first passenger to climb from the overturned coach was the young man who had joined the ill-fated vehicle at Liskeard. His coat and shirt were ripped from shoulder to wrist and blood was running down his arm. The young man looked both ways along the empty road and then, shaking his head in a dazed manner, he helped Cassie clear of the bushes.


‘Your arm looks bad. Let me do something …’


‘It will wait. There are passengers inside the coach. I fear they may be hurt badly …’ As though to confirm his words the woman who had delayed the coach began calling for help from inside the overturned vehicle.


‘We’ll need to find help for them.’


At that moment, a figure splashed into view from the stream beyond the coach. It was the guard who had been travelling with the coach. Reaching the bank beside them, he sat down heavily clutching his shoulder, face contorted with pain.


Leaving Cassie, her rescuer called on the guard to give him assistance. ‘Here, man. Come inside the coach with me. A number of passengers are trapped …’


The guard turned pain-filled eyes up towards the younger man. ‘I can’t – I think my collar-bone’s broken. I needs help meself.’


‘Pull yourself together! You have passengers to think of. Where’s the driver?’


‘Somewhere under there, I reckon.’ The guard jerked a thumb in the direction of the coach, grimacing at the pain caused by the sudden movement.


‘I’ll help.’


When the young man looked doubtful, Cassie added, ‘I’m stronger than I look. Besides, there’s no one else.’


Inside the overturned coach a man began moaning and the woman renewed her cries for help.


Turning to the guard, the young man said, ‘Get on your feet and go and find help. There are houses no more than a mile along the road – and a farm closer still. We’ll need men, and ropes – and a surgeon.’


‘I can’t. My shoulder!’


‘Stop moaning.’ The young man spoke sharply and scornfully. ‘I’ve seen soldiers with worse injuries than yours helping wounded comrades to climb mountains. If you don’t get on your feet immediately I’ll drag you up to the road and use the toe of my boot to set you on your way.’


The young man moved forward menacingly as though to carry out his threat and the guard overcame his incapacity hastily. Still clutching his shoulder he scrambled up the bank and made off along the road, hunched over in pain.


Cassie felt sorry for the injured guard, but the young man had already dismissed him from his own thoughts.


‘Come with me, young lady. We’re needed inside the coach.’


Scrambling to the top of the overturned coach, he pulled Cassie up beside him. As he did so he asked her name, informing her that his was Gorran … Gorran Fox. Wasting no time, he dropped inside the coach and lifted her down after him.


The scene was one of grim chaos. The coach had been carrying eight inside passengers, in addition to Cassie on the outside. Only six could be seen amid the debris of broken coach fittings and hand luggage flung from broken racks above the seats. Gorran Fox made the seventh. One was missing.


Three passengers were conscious and two of these were nursing broken limbs. Of more immediate concern was the woman. Half flung from the coach during its final gyration, she was trapped with her legs outside the vehicle and there was foot-deep water flowing about her.


As Cassie crouched beside the woman to comfort her, Gorran examined the section of coach beneath which the woman was trapped.


‘I can do nothing in here,’ he muttered eventually. ‘The coach needs to be levered up from outside – but someone must stay inside to pull her free.’


‘Get outside and do what needs to be done. I’ll stay here and try to pull her free when I feel the coach lift. It shouldn’t be difficult, she’s no weight at all.’


‘Good girl!’ Resting a hand briefly on her shoulder, Gorran climbed out of the coach once more.


Cassie succeeded in quietening the woman, assuring her she would be free before many more minutes had passed. Then she looked to the others in the coach. One of the conscious men had a badly broken leg, the other had suffered an injury to his ribs. Cassie made them both as comfortable as she could, using one man’s kerchief to bind a cut on his head, before turning to the unconscious passengers.


She quickly ascertained that all three were alive and set about making them as safe as possible, keeping their heads above water. It was not easy. The coach was acting as a dam in the fast-running stream and as the water level rose she called for Gorran to hurry.


When Cassie had returned her attention to the woman, Gorran called to her from outside. A passing rider had stopped to give assistance. Between them they had loosed the fallen horses and detached the carriage-pole. They intended using it to lever the carriage up sufficiently for Cassie to pull the woman passenger free.


Their first attempt almost ended in disaster. The coach moved, but not quite in the manner they had planned. The movement caused it to slide into deeper water. Only by dragging the screaming woman along with the coach was Cassie able to prevent her from disappearing beneath it.


During the frantic few minutes that followed the abortive rescue attempt, Cassie clambered around lifting the heads of the unconscious male passengers clear of the water. At the same time she shouted an explanation to the anxious would-be rescuers, urging them to exercise more caution in moving the trapped coach.


As Cassie was binding the elderly woman’s injured arm, she felt the coach rise a few inches above the bed of the stream and she was able to pull the woman’s legs clear. Jubilantly she shouted news of her success to the two hard-working rescuers outside.


A few minutes later the first of many helpers from the nearby village reached the scene of the accident. The village was, in fact, much nearer than a mile and rescuers had been hurrying to the scene long before the guard from the coach arrived. They had been alerted to the accident by the sight of the two leading coach horses galloping through the village, frothing at the mouth and clearly in a state of terror.


With the arrival of the villagers, men began swarming over and inside the coach. When the passengers were lifted clear, the vehicle was righted and manhandled back to the road. The body of the missing passenger was discovered underneath, with that of the coachman. He had paid a tragic price for his haste.


As the number of rescuers continued to increase, Cassie saw Gorran standing on the road, gazing down upon the busy scene. His torn and bloody sleeve reminded her of the injury he had sustained. He was probably the only passenger not to have received attention.


Gorran saw Cassie climbing towards him and reached down to help her up the last few feet of the steep bank. When she stood beside him, he said, ‘You did a magnificent job, Cassie. You’ll be pleased to know Mrs Elliott has no broken bones. Apart from a wetting and the cut you bound so efficiently she’s quite unhurt.’


‘Right now I’m more concerned with your injuries. Let me have a look at that arm.’


Without waiting for a reply, Cassie took hold of the bloody arm and pulled the remains of the sleeve back from the wound. There was a deep gash extending almost the full length of his forearm and it was extremely dirty.


‘This needs a thorough washing. You’d better come down to the stream.’


‘I don’t trust water from streams and rivers. Use this.’


The baggage from the bent and broken coach had been gathered up and piled in a heap at the side of the roadway. From a trunk Gorran lifted a small wooden canteen. Pulling the stopper free, he handed the bottle to her.


‘It’s water from St Neot’s holy well, and reputed to have worked all sorts of miracles for the saint. It ought to do to clean up a small cut.’


‘It’s not such a small cut …’


One of the trunks from the coach had burst open leaving a number of women’s garments hanging out. Cassie pulled a white linen petticoat free and tore it into strips. When Gorran protested that it was not necessary to ruin her clothes for him, Cassie replied curtly that the trunk did not belong to her. The reply brought an amused smile to his face. Pouring water from the container into the long gash she cleaned and dried it as best she could and then bound it tightly.


‘You’re a very resourceful young lady.’ As Gorran spoke he stretched his arm painfully, flexing his fingers.


‘And you’re no stranger to such injuries.’ While binding the arm, Cassie had seen a long scar on his upper arm, caused by a wound far more serious than the one she had just bound. ‘You spoke a while ago of seeing wounded men helping their comrades. Are you a soldier? Is that how you got that scar?’


‘Yes – and one or two more. I fell foul of a French heavy cavalry troop before Walcheren. It taught me a lesson I ought to have learned long before. An infantryman should have more sense than to dispute a cavalryman’s right of way on a narrow path.’


Cassie shuddered involuntarily and Gorran smiled sympathetically. ‘What of you? Where were you bound before your journey was so rudely interrupted?’


His words brought Cassie’s thoughts back to her own problems. ‘I’m on my way to Horsham – that’s in Sussex. I’m to marry a soldier there.’


Gorran’s interest quickened immediately. ‘A soldier? What regiment is he with?’


Cassie’s blank expression provided its own answer.


‘You don’t know his regiment? My dear girl, there are thousands of soldiers camped in and about Horsham, all preparing to join Wellington’s army in the Peninsula.’


His words dismayed Cassie. She had not anticipated any problems once she reached her destination. She had not even given any detailed thought to what she would do when she reached the unknown town. In her mind it had all been quite straightforward. She would find Harry, tell him of her condition – and they would be married. It had all seemed so simple and logical.


‘I’ll find him.’ Cassie spoke with a confidence she no longer felt.


‘How long has this young man of yours been in the army?’ Gorran continued his questioning. ‘Was he involved in any of the fighting at Walcheren?’


‘Harry’s not much of a man for fighting. He only joined the army just over a week ago. Took the King’s bounty when he went to St Austell market.’


‘Ah! Then your young man will be with the Thirty-second Regiment, the Cornwalls. My regiment.’


Gorran gave the astonished Cassie a direct look and frowned. ‘I’ve never been to Horsham, but I’m familiar with garrison towns and conditions within a barracks. I doubt if you are. Not only that, the army discourages its soldiers from marrying, especially recruits who haven’t had time to get used to military ways. Why did this young man of yours join the army if you were to be married so soon?’


Cassie hesitated before replying and Gorran said hurriedly, ‘It’s none of my business, of course, and you’re far too polite to tell me so. I’m sorry.’


‘It’s all right. It’s just … well, Harry’s an orphan. He’s been living on a farm – in an old barn, since he was eight. He spoke with the recruiting sergeant when he went to St Austell market. The sergeant promised him an exciting life and gave Harry more money than he’s ever had before – and that was just for joining!’


‘That would be Sergeant Jessop. He spent his childhood in a workhouse. For him the army is all he claims it to be. How much was the bounty – three guineas?’


Cassie nodded and Gorran hoped his expression did not give away his thoughts. From his three guineas the new recruit would be called upon to pay the justice’s fee for attestation, an examining surgeon’s fee, and a drink for the recruiting sergeant with which to toast the King’s health. When the recruit arrived at the depot he would be issued with his uniform and the sum of two guineas deducted for his knapsack. Having spent money at inns and taverns along the road, he would begin his service life owing money to his new regiment.


That night the survivors of the coaching accident, including those who nursed broken limbs, were accommodated at a Torpoint inn ‘with the compliments of the coaching company’.


Fearful that her father might have already set off in pursuit of her, Cassie would have preferred to continue her journey. Declining an invitation to take dinner with Gorran, Mrs Elliott and one of the rescued men, she remained in her room for the whole evening. Every time she heard a footstep in the passageway outside the room she feared it might be her father.


Later still, when it was quite dark outside and the sounds of the inn were dying away, Cassie felt homesick. For a while she almost hoped the footsteps passing her door might belong to her father. It was the first night she had ever spent away from home. She suddenly felt all alone and not a little frightened at what she was doing.


When she thought of her mother and sisters, and of the unhappiness and consternation she would have caused in the Mevagissey household, the down pillow on which Cassie was lying became wet with her tears.


Had there been some way of returning home that night, her resolve might have weakened. She had never felt so unhappy before – but there could be no going home. Not until Harry Clymo had made her his wife.
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Cassie came down to breakfast late the following morning. She had suffered a brief but violent bout of sickness and did not feel much like eating. However, the meal was being paid for by the company who owned the coach, so she intended consuming as much as she was able and having nothing else for the remainder of the day. Coach travel was far more expensive than she had realised and there would be accommodation to be paid for along the way.


The other passengers were all seated together at a large table, all social barriers temporarily overcome by the shared experiences of the previous day. Cassie stood hesitantly in the doorway until Gorran Fox looked up and called for her to join them. The two injured men struggled awkwardly to their feet. The leg of one was bound tightly to a wooden splint, the other’s arm was strapped to his side. They and Mrs Elliott greeted Cassie as though they were all old friends.


It was an embarrassing meal for Cassie. Feeling overawed by the company, she was dismayed by the array of cutlery lined on either side of her plate. At home in Mevagissey it was rarely deemed necessary to provide more than a knife with which to eat a meal. On the occasions when the meal was soup, or fish stew, a wooden spoon might be added, but that was all. Here, she was faced with metal spoons, assorted knives, and an unfamiliar two-pronged fork. Fortunately, Gorran appeared to have commenced his meal later than the others and Cassie was able to observe the order in which he used his utensils, and follow suit.


Of almost equal embarrassment was the way her companions talked as though she was a heroine. Numerous versions of her behaviour when the coach overturned were repeated. Even Mrs Elliott, who seemed less prone to exaggeration than the others, declared Cassie’s calmness and presence of mind had saved her life.


As Cassie was finishing her meal a coach was heard clattering over the cobblestones of the inn yard, and moments later the landlord entered the dining room. In a loud voice he informed the survivors of the coach accident that they might resume their journey as soon as they were ready.


Before Cassie’s fellow passengers rose from the table, the elderly man with the broken leg cleared his throat noisily and spoke somewhat pompously to her.


‘Mr Fox tells us you are on your way to marry one of his soldiers?’


Casting an accusing glance at the young army officer for betraying her confidence, Cassie nodded.


‘Your husband-to-be is a very lucky young man. However, it’s well known that our gallant young soldiers are paid far less than they deserve. In order that your marriage might get off to a good start, and as a token of our gratitude – and I hasten to add I speak for all of us here – we would like you to accept this small appreciation.’


Reaching inside a pocket, the elderly man pulled out a heavy soft-leather purse. Clearing his throat noisily once more, he beamed at Cassie and said, ‘God bless you, my dear. God bless you both.’


Stammering her thanks, Cassie acknowledged their generosity and, as they went off to prepare themselves for the resumed journey, she fled to the privacy of her room. A cascade of golden sovereigns fell on the bed when she tipped out the purse and to her amazement she counted out thirty-five. It was a fortune!


When the coach pulled away from the inn Cassie was seated inside, her fellow passengers refusing to allow her to resume her place on the outside. When she thanked them for their gift, declaring they had been over-generous, Mrs Elliott cut her protest short. ‘Nonsense, young lady, you deserve far more. How can you set a value on a life? I will always be in your debt.’


Turning to Gorran, who had said little since the journey resumed, Mrs Elliott asked, ‘Is your commanding officer still Colonel Hinde? Colonel Samuel Hinde?’


‘He is indeed, ma’am, and there’s no finer soldier in the service of His Majesty.’


‘Samuel has always thought so. Be that as it may, I trust you intend escorting this young lady to Horsham. If Samuel is there I wish you to bring her to his attention. Tell him his Aunt Florence conveys her fondest regards – and requests that he do all he can to help this young lady.’


Mrs Elliott’s imperious manner dropped away and she leaned forward to pat Gorran gently on the knee while he was still recovering from the surprise of learning he was travelling with the aunt of his commanding officer.


‘I shall write to him and tell him all about you too, young man. He is fortunate to have such a resourceful officer in his regiment and I intend telling him so.’


In Plymouth the passengers who had shared the adventurous journey parted company. Mrs Elliott was travelling to Torquay, the two injured men to Barnstaple in North Devon. Half an hour later, Cassie and Gorran were settling back on the hard leather seat of a crowded coach that would take them on the next leg of their lengthy journey.


That night was spent at the New London Inn at Exeter. Soon after their arrival Gorran asked Cassie to dress his injured arm once more. The makeshift linen binding had worked loose and he had obtained a bandage from the inn landlord.


‘It’s healing well,’ said Cassie when she exposed the long gash. ‘Much better than I thought it would when I saw it yesterday.’


‘Well enough to wield a sword and cut down the King’s enemies?’ Gorran spoke jocularly, but Cassie shuddered involuntarily. ‘You don’t like the thought of killing?’


‘No.’


‘Yet you’d marry a soldier whose duty is to kill his enemies?’


‘I’m marrying Harry Clymo.’ Cassie spoke the words in the manner of someone who had repeated them to herself many times. ‘Perhaps he won’t be called upon to kill anyone.’


‘Is this young man of yours expecting you to arrive at Horsham?’


It was an unexpected and forthright question and Cassie found she could not lie to her companion. ‘No.’


‘I see. Yet you are quite certain he’ll wed you?’


‘Yes.’


It was almost true. When Cassie had set out from Mevagissey she had entertained no doubts. They had come, unwanted and uninvited, during the journey.


Gorran Fox was an astute young man and he felt Cassie was being less than honest with him – and also with herself. ‘What do you intend doing after you’re wed to your soldier?’


Cassie had thought little about married life with Harry Clymo. Her plans for the future did not go beyond ensuring her child would bear its father’s name. ‘I … I don’t know. I’ll stay with Harry, I suppose.’


‘That might prove difficult, Cassie. The Thirty-second Regiment is on its way to the war in the Peninsula. Your husband-to-be and the remainder of his company will join the regiment as soon as their training is complete – within a month, in all probability. Each company is allowed to take no more than five or six wives. That’s for every hundred men. If you are one of the few, you’ll be marching with the men, sharing their privations and hardships and witnessing all the horrors of war. On the other hand, if you’re one of the majority of wives who are left behind you’ll be given a letter to present to every workhouse authority on the road back to Cornwall. They’ll feed you and give you just enough money to enable you to reach the next district, but once you reach home you’ll be expected to keep yourself until your husband’s return.’


‘I can’t return home.’ Cassie was binding Gorran’s arm in a quiet corner of the inn lounge and her outcry turned the heads of the others in the room. ‘I mean … I don’t want to go home again. Not just yet, anyway.’


Cassie meant every word. Married or not, she would be ashamed to return home in an advanced state of pregnancy so soon after her marriage. Going back when she had been married for a year or two would be quite different.


‘I think you were telling the truth the first time, Cassie. Have you run away from home?’ Gorran spoke kindly. He was very taken with this young girl. He correctly guessed her age as being no more than fifteen or sixteen, but for a few moments the gap in their ages yawned far wider than the actual eight or nine years and Cassie made no reply.


‘Are you in trouble? If not, the best thing you can do is catch the next coach back to Cornwall and forget all about marrying a soldier.’


‘I don’t remember asking for your advice, Mr Fox.’ Cassie sat in her chair as rigid as a musket barrel, yet Gorran thought her frighteningly vulnerable.


‘You’re quite right, of course, Cassie, but I was only thinking of you. Women who marry soldiers have a hard time – wherever they are.’


‘I’ll take my chances.’


‘That’s what I feared. Very well, Cassie. You must do what you feel is best. All I ask is that you regard me as a friend, a good friend, and call on my assistance should you ever need help.’


Gorran said no more on the subject the next day, and the following evening at their next stop she thought he remained slightly aloof. Cassie wondered whether it had anything to do with her refusal to take the young officer’s advice. She dismissed the thought as swiftly as it had come to mind. There was no reason why he should care whether or not a young village girl heeded him. He was more likely to be preoccupied with the thought of rejoining his regiment. She had heard that gentlemen like Gorran Fox who chose an army career put their duty to the regiment above all else.


The next night would be their last on the road before reaching Horsham and shortly before dusk the coach rumbled over cobblestones into the courtyard of the Red Lion Inn at Petersfield, a small but busy market town no more than thirty miles from their destination.


As the lathered horses were unhitched from the coach, a party of mounted, blue-coated cavalry officers clattered into the yard, scattering servants and passengers alike. Gorran paused in the act of handing Cassie from the coach to allow the officers to pass.


The newly arrived cavalrymen were in a jubilant and arrogant mood. The senior of them was no older than Gorran and he called on the servants to ‘jump to it’ and see to their horses, suggesting they should put the needs of men who served the King before tending to a team of horses ‘fit only for a glue pot’.


When the danger of being trampled by a high-spirited horse was over, Gorran helped Cassie to the ground.


‘Do you know those soldiers?’


The question was asked in all innocence and Gorran smiled. ‘There are tens of thousands of men in the army, Cassie, and I’m only a junior infantry officer. Those men are cavalry. Light Dragoons, at that. They go into battle as though they’re riding to hounds – and give the enemy as much quarter as they would a fox.’


‘You don’t like them?’ It was a statement of fact as much as a question.


‘As I said, they are cavalry officers. I’m infantry. There’s scant love lost between the two. But go on inside. I must make certain the trunk containing my uniform is brought in. I’ll need to wear it tomorrow.’


Cassie tried to imagine Gorran in a soldier’s uniform, but failed. The matter was still occupying her thoughts when she entered the inn. As she opened the door a wave of sound reached out and enveloped her. To her surprise she found herself in a room filled with noisy drinking men. Cassie realised she had come through the wrong entrance. She turned to retrace her steps, but before she reached the door one of the blue-uniformed dragoon officers was at her side.


‘You’re not thinking of leaving us so soon, surely? My companions and I would be devastated. Why not join us at our table? You’ll find us good company – and not ungenerous.’


‘I don’t need entertaining – and I’ll thank you to let go of my arm.’


Cassie tried to shake off the hand gripping her elbow, but the dragoon officer retained his grip of her. He had taken a good look at her while she was talking. She was good-looking. Handsome, even, though she was dressed in the manner of a country girl. Such young women did not enter the taproom of an inn unless they were in search of an evening’s fun – and perhaps the opportunity of having a couple of shillings in her purse by morning.


‘Come now, don’t be put off by the crowd in here. I’ll look after you.’


‘I don’t need looking after. Let go of my arm!’


Gorran was on the roof of the coach when he saw Cassie enter the inn. He realised from the noise that escaped from inside when she opened the door she had entered the taproom by mistake. He expected her to come out again immediately. When she did not reappear, he climbed from the coach and hurried after her.


The persistent dragoon officer was trying to lead Cassie towards the table from which his fellow officers shouted encouragement. It was evident to Gorran this was not the first inn the dragoon officers had visited that day and he intervened immediately.


‘Are you having some trouble, Cassie?’


Before she could answer, the dragoon snapped, ‘This is nothing to do with you, sir. Kindly go about your business.’


‘I was talking to the lady – and I doubt if she’s invited your attentions.’


The dragoon eyed Gorran Fox speculatively. Gorran’s garb was that of a gentleman, but his speech carried a distinct West Country accent. The dragoon officer correctly judged him to belong to a family of ‘lesser’ country gentry. If he was acquainted with this young woman the relationship would be of no more lasting a nature than that which the dragoon officer had in mind.


‘No doubt the lady has a patriotic nature. I’m sure she will be delighted to bring a little pleasure into the lives of soldiers who will soon be fighting His Majesty’s enemies.’


As the dragoon officer was speaking, Cassie felt his tight grip on her arm ease slightly. Swiftly pulling the arm free, she rubbed the spot bruised by his finger and said, ‘Mr Fox is a soldier too – and he’s been wounded.’


The dragoon officer looked at Gorran with sudden respect. ‘Indeed? You were wounded in the Peninsular War, Mr Fox?’


‘I survived unscathed to salute Sir John Moore’s grave at Corunna. My wound came at Walcheren, where my regiment fought to regain an advantage lost by cavalry impetuosity.’


‘Ah! You’re an infantryman, Mr Fox.’ The statement contained the contempt felt by cavalrymen for those who fought a war on foot. ‘Perhaps your, er, companion would prefer some impetuous company for the evening?’


‘I’m escorting the young lady to Horsham where she is to marry one of my soldiers.’


‘Marrying a soldier – an infantryman? My dear young lady, why on earth should you contemplate such a foolish thing?’ Raising his eyebrows in an expression of mock dismay, the dragoon officer proffered a shallow bow to Cassie. ‘I trust your future husband fully appreciates his good fortune.’


Returning his attention to Gorran, the dragoon officer’s bow was stiffer and deeper. ‘Dalhousie, at your service, Mr Fox. Should we meet in the Peninsula, I trust you will have no cause to complain of the courage, or impetuosity, call it what you will, of the Sixteenth Light Dragoons. I bid you a good evening, sir.’


Lieutenant Dalhousie swaggered rather than walked across the room. His spurs made a musical sound on the stone floor until it was lost in the cheer that rose from the carousing dragoons.


As Gorran led Cassie from the taproom, she rubbed her bruised arm once more and asked, ‘Do all soldiers behave like that towards women?’


Remembering some of the scenes he had witnessed in Spain, when soldiers fighting for the possession of a town came across stocks of wine, Gorran wondered how best to reply to Cassie’s question. ‘Mr Dalhousie and his companions are officers, Cassie. Gentlemen. If you marry a soldier you’ll be thrown into the company of coarse, uncouth men – and their women. Some would have ended their lives dangling from a hangman’s rope had they not joined the army. Most are held in check only from fear of the lash. Others carry the scars of a flogging on their backs. When they go into battle they’re magnificent. In retreat they’re as ready to kill friend as foe in order to survive.’


Cassie listened wide-eyed to Gorran’s astonishing diatribe.


‘Are you certain you wish to marry a soldier, Cassie? It’s still not too late to go home. I’ll be happy to pay your fare.’


‘Harry wouldn’t do all those things you say other soldiers do. He isn’t like that.’


A sudden, uncomfortable spasm caught Cassie’s stomach muscles, reminding her of her reason for pursuing Harry Clymo halfway across England.


‘I’ve come all this way to marry Harry Clymo, and that’s what I’m going to do. There’s no going back for me.’





4



[image: image]


The coach reached Horsham in the late afternoon. The pleasant little market town’s role as a garrison town in this year of 1811 was immediately apparent. Mounted cavalrymen, singly and in troops of varying size, clattered through the town’s main street. Their uniforms of blue or red, heavily adorned with gold, brought a splash of welcome colour to a grey, sunless, lack-lustre day.


There were many infantrymen on the streets here too: blue-coated artillerymen, bandsmen resplendent in yellow, green-uniformed riflemen, tartan-kilted Highlanders and a plentiful sprinkling of red-coated infantrymen. Red was the colour of the uniform jacket worn by Gorran Fox with tight white breeches and shiny black boots on this the last day of the journey. He looked so smart that Cassie felt somewhat in awe of him.


When they alighted at the coaching-inn, Gorran suggested Cassie should remain there while he made inquiries for the 32nd Regiment. Upon his return he confirmed that only a single training company of the Cornish regiment was in the area. They would find it stationed in a barracks a few hundred yards from the edge of town, on the Worthing road.


Now Cassie had reached her destination and a reunion with Harry was imminent, she found her thoughts were in a turmoil. She had told Gorran, with great confidence, that Harry would be pleased to see her and anxious for them to be married. Now much of her confidence had deserted her. She had even begun to wonder what she would do if Harry refused to marry her. She dismissed the thought hurriedly. He would marry her. He had to …


‘You won’t change your mind, even at this late hour?’ As though sensing her sudden uncertainty, Gorran put the question to Cassie as they approached a gated archway, beneath which was the entrance to the barracks. Cassie shook her head, not entirely trusting her voice.


Gorran sighed. ‘Then so be it, Cassie – but I believe you are making a dreadful mistake.’


The guard on duty at the barracks’ entrance sprang to attention as Gorran approached. Because Cassie was so obviously in his company the sentry did not bother to challenge her.


Walking inside they found themselves standing on a huge open square which formed the parade ground and around which the barrack buildings were situated. Here a large number of recruits and longer-serving soldiers were undergoing instruction in drill movements. Marching and counter-marching back and forth, changing direction, forming squares, and presenting and aiming muskets to which long bayonets were attached.


The drill movements were carried out at the shouted commands of the drill sergeants, one of whom was allocated to each company. The drill sergeants were trying hard to outshout each other and Cassie found the noise and movement totally confusing.


‘Ah! There are the men of the Thirty-second.’ Gorran pointed vaguely and set off to skirt the busy parade ground.


‘How can you tell the men of your regiment?’ Cassie did not understand how Gorran Fox could possibly know. With the exception of one group of soldiers dressed in dark green, and another wearing blue jackets, there seemed no way of identifying the companies.


‘It will soon be your regiment, too, Cassie. Army wives have as much pride in their regiment as their husbands and you’ll be able to pick them out even in the heat of battle. Each regiment has different-coloured facings and braid on their uniforms. You’ll soon learn to distinguish them.’


Cassie tried to dismiss the thought of so many soldiers fighting and perhaps dying on a battlefield. For now it was enough to think of what she was going to say to Harry. Thoughts of what marriage would bring could wait.


Walking around the edge of the huge parade ground with Gorran, Cassie attracted a great many whistles and cat-calls from soldiers who looked out from barrack-room windows. Most were harmless bids to attract her attention, but one or two included crude suggestions that made her cheeks burn with embarrassment.


Gorran was aware of Cassie’s discomfiture, but he said nothing. He had warned her what she could expect from her intended way of life. The cat-calling was a very mild taste of what she would have to endure as the wife of a serving soldier.


Gorran did not come to a halt until they reached the far side of the huge parade ground. His attention was focused upon a group of some hundred soldiers being drilled by a burly sergeant who sported a moustache waxed stiffly in the Continental style.


For some little while the sergeant was unaware of the presence of Gorran and Cassie, although they were creating an increasing interest in the ranks of the men being drilled by him. Among the many heads turned in her direction Cassie tried to identify Harry, but each soldier’s face was shadowed by the peak of the tall black shako he wore and it was difficult to tell one from another.


Eventually the drill sergeant brought the company to a halt, demanding to know the reason for their inattention. One of the men said something that could not be heard by Cassie, at the same time nodding his head in the direction of the two onlookers.


The sergeant turned, a frown upon his face. Suddenly the frown changed to a smile. Marching swiftly and stiffly to where Cassie and Gorran stood, he halted in front of the officer and brought his hand up in a smart salute. ‘Mr Fox, sir! It’s good to see you’ve recovered so well from your wound. Are you here to rejoin the regiment, sir? We’ve a lot of men recovered from the Walcheren fever – a number of new recruits, too. Useless at the moment, quite useless. But we’ll have them in shape by the time they need to tickle a Frenchman’s belly with a bayonet.’


‘It’s good to see you again, too, Sergeant Tonks – and to know at least one good soldier survived Walcheren.’


‘There’s more than you’d think, sir. Some I’m pleased to see again. Others I’d have been happy to lose.’ Sergeant Tonks glanced uncertainly at Cassie, then returned his attention to Gorran. ‘Is there something I can do for you right now, sir?’


‘Yes. I’ve travelled from Cornwall with this young lady, Miss Whetter. She’s seeking one of your recruits, a Harry Clymo. In spite of all my warnings she’s set on marrying him and becoming a soldier’s wife.’


Sergeant Tonks’s gaze dropped to Cassie’s midriff and when it returned to her face she was blushing furiously.


‘Following the army during a campaign’s not the best place for a woman … any woman.’


Gorran smiled. ‘I seem to remember your wife being present throughout the last campaign, Sergeant Tonks – and many men have cause to be grateful to her, myself included.’


Sergeant Tonks’s smile was more rueful than that of his officer. ‘I was merely telling you my thoughts, sir. I’m not saying as my wife agrees with me.’ The burly sergeant glanced at Cassie once more. ‘Shall I tell Harry Clymo to fall out and come across here?’


‘If you please, Sergeant Tonks.’


Saluting smartly once more, Sergeant Tonks executed a sharp about-turn. Before marching back to the company of soldiers lolling at-ease on the parade ground, he looked back over his shoulder at Gorran. ‘Begging your pardon, sir, but the barracks is no place for a young girl. I’ve been able to rent a small cottage in the town. Miss Whetter had best stay there with Mrs Tonks until the wedding.’


Without waiting for a reply the burly sergeant headed back to the squad of waiting men, his loud voice castigating them for their slovenly deportment in front of one of their own officers. Then he ordered, ‘Harry Clymo, fall out and go and speak to Mr Fox.’


A soldier in the rear rank of the company detached himself from the ranks, breaking into an awkward trot at a bellowed command from the sergeant. Coming to an ungainly halt before Gorran, Harry Clymo saluted awkwardly and uncertainly, trying unsuccessfully to keep his gaze from straying to Cassie.


Cassie was looking at Harry with an expression that bordered upon incredulity. He looked totally different in his soldier’s uniform. Almost as though he was another person. One change, immediately discernible, was his hair. It had been worn very long at home in Cornwall. Too long, her father had always said. He would have had no cause for complaint now. The hair that could be seen beneath his black, shiny shako was cropped to within a finger’s breadth of his head.


‘I’ve had the pleasure of Cassie’s company on a rather eventful coach journey from Cornwall, Clymo. You’re a lucky man. I know few girls who’d travel so far to marry a man who’d run off to join the army.’


The expression of blank bewilderment in the glance Harry threw at Cassie confirmed what the Cornish lieutenant already suspected. Talk of an immediate marriage had come as a surprise to the young soldier.


‘You’ll both have much to say to each other – but Sergeant Tonks’s patience will probably run short if you’re longer than a quarter of an hour.’ There was a clock in the tower above the barracks’ entrance, its hands closing upon each other at a quarter past four. ‘I’ll find out where Rose Tonks is staying and meet you at the barracks’ entrance at half past, Cassie.’ With an expressionless nod in Harry Clymo’s direction, Gorran retraced his steps.


‘What did the lieutenant mean about you coming all this way to marry me, Cassie? I don’t understand. What are you doing here?’


These were the first words spoken by Harry since he had first caught sight of Cassie standing at the edge of the parade ground with the officer. Seeing her had erased what little drill instruction he had acquired during the few days he had been in the barracks, and it earned him the curses of his fellow recruits.


‘I don’t understand why you’ve become a soldier either, Harry Clymo. You certainly never mentioned it when you were busy getting me pregnant.’


Harry gaped at her and his mouth opened and closed at least three times before he gasped, ‘Pregnant? You? Are you sure …?’


‘I’m as sure as any girl who’s being sick every morning can be.’


Suddenly Cassie felt sorry for the confused young man standing before her. He was not a brave soldier serving King George III but an unworldly farm-hand from Cornwall in unfamiliar and bewildering surroundings. Now she had arrived and presented him with a situation for which he was totally unprepared. Harry was not a man with an ability to meet and solve life’s problems head-on. She suspected that joining the army had not been a bold decision made on the spur of the moment. It probably owed far more to his inability to give the recruiting sergeant a firm ‘no’.


For a moment her shoulders sagged with the realisation that Harry might not want to marry her after all. She wanted to be able to say it did not matter, but it did. She wanted to marry Harry and she needed him to want to marry her, but all she could say was, ‘What are we going to do, Harry?’


‘I … I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about getting married. Well … I had, but not just yet.’


Cassie looked at Harry for so long he began to feel uncomfortable. Suddenly she straightened her shoulders. To Gorran, watching the scene with the width of the parade ground between them, she seemed to have cast off the mantle of despondency that had descended upon her a few minutes before. ‘Neither had I before I knew I was expecting your child. Now it’s something we both have to face. I don’t want you to think I’ve trapped you into marriage. I believed you loved me when you made me pregnant, same as I loved you. I thought you wanted to marry me when we were both back home in Mevagissey. Was I wrong, Harry?’


‘No …’


His reply was not as reassuring as Cassie had hoped it would be. ‘Do you want to marry me?’


‘Yes, Cassie … but I’ve no money for a wedding. All my bounty money’s gone to buy bits and pieces of equipment.’


‘Money’s no problem. I’ve more than thirty guineas in my purse.’


Harry gasped. Thirty guineas was a fortune. His face expressed his amazement, but Cassie was still talking.


‘It isn’t the means I’m talking about, Harry. It’s you and me. How you feel about marrying me. I’ve travelled all this way because I believed you’d want to marry me when you heard about the baby I’m having … our baby. If you don’t, I’ll find somewhere else to go. London, perhaps.’


For a moment the brisk and businesslike façade cracked to reveal the uncertain sixteen-year-old country girl hiding inside, but Cassie recovered quickly. ‘It’s for you to decide, Harry. No one else can make up your mind for you.’


Harry Clymo stood looking at her and momentarily he forgot the painful blisters raised upon toes and heels by ill-fitting boots. He saw Cassie as he had known her in Mevagissey. A warm, intelligent young girl who stirred his emotions as no other girl ever had.


‘All right.’


‘That isn’t what I was hoping to hear, Harry. I was hoping you’d tell me you really wanted to marry me and that everything is going to be the way it should be.’


‘I do want to marry you, Cassie. I always have.’ Harry made a gallant attempt to bring a little romance into the moment. ‘I didn’t run away from you, I was going to come back to marry you. I said so in my letter. It was just … the farm. There was nothing for us there. Nothing at all. I hated it. I’ve always hated it. If you only knew …’


‘I do, Harry. I went to the farm looking for you. I saw where they made you sleep.’ Cassie reached out her hand and gripped his arm in an affectionate gesture of sympathy. ‘It was horrible.’ Dropping the hand to her side once more, Cassie asked, ‘Are you quite sure you want to marry me?’


Harry nodded, without speaking, but the look in his eyes gave Cassie hope once more.


‘Then I’ll tell Gorran Fox. He’s said he’ll make all the arrangements for us.’ Suddenly Cassie moved forward and kissed Harry.


The action provoked a raucous reaction from the watchers at the barrack-room windows. It made Harry writhe self-consciously, but Cassie showed no sign she had heard. ‘I’ll be a good wife to you, Harry. You’ll not regret marrying me.’


A shout from Sergeant Tonks rose above all the other parade-ground sounds and caused Harry to start nervously.


‘I must go now. Where will I find you?’


‘At Sergeant Tonks’s house. Come there as soon as you can.’
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Sergeant Tonks was a large man, but he conceded at least three stone in weight and six inches in height to his wife. Rose Tonks was a big woman in every sense of the word.


When she opened the door and saw Gorran Fox standing on the step she opened her muscular arms wide and hugged him in an embrace that Cassie thought would not have disgraced a Cornish wrestler.


‘Mr Fox! You’re a sight to delight these eyes of mine, and no mistake.’


Releasing Gorran, she stepped back and beamed delightedly at him. ‘Does Elijah know you’ve rejoined the regiment? He swears that if you hadn’t been wounded you’d have been promoted captain and put in charge of the company – and no one deserves it more. But it’s good to see you on your feet again. Last time I see’d you there was blood all over the place with not enough left in your body to keep you standing upright. I thought you was going to leave your bones on Walcheren, and no mistake.’


‘And so I might, had it not been for you, Rose.’


Red-faced from the strength of Rose Tonks’s bear-like hug, Gorran turned to Cassie. ‘I was lying wounded with a battle going on all around when Rose walked through the fighting as though she was on a Sunday-evening stroll. She picked me up like a baby and carried me back behind the lines to a surgeon. She’s a very special lady.’
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