

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I would like my readers to know that the details of life with Napoleon’s Armies are as accurate as research can make them. The fog that descended on the Maya Pass in July was an actual phenomenon in 1813.




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1813


“No! No! – Please don’t hit me again – spare me! – spare me!”


The girl’s voice ended in a shriek of pain as the whip descended with an even greater force and she collapsed on the floor sobbing bitterly.


One last lash and then the woman holding the whip flung it with all her strength against the wall.


“That will teach you, you little fool,” she stormed, “to let your father get into such a state.”


“It w-was not m-my fault,” the girl sobbed. “He sent me – away when his friends called – to s-see him.”


“Excuses! Always excuses,” the woman standing over her muttered. “What am I to do now? How can I go to the ball without him?”


Seeing that the tempest had abated a little, the girl lying on the floor raised herself cautiously. Tears were streaming down her small pointed face. The hazel eyes she regarded her persecutor with held no enmity and no bitterness.


She was used to such beatings for her stepmother’s temper was proverbially turbulent and when things went wrong she always had to take it out on someone.


Elvina was the nearest and easiest person to wreak her anger on and invariably the girl received the full brunt of it


‘What can I do? What can I do?’ Mistress Lake asked.


She moved across the room to the window to stand looking out with a frown between her dark eyes while she drummed her long thin fingers on the windowsill.


The daughter of a Portuguese father and a French mother, Juanita, the second wife of Major George Lake, late of the fifth Regiment, had been a beauty when she first married.


But the privations of war, her husband’s ill health since his leg had been amputated and his incessant bouts of drinking had left her lined and querulous with a disgruntled down-turned mouth and frantic bursts of ill-temper that at times seemed to bring her almost to the verge of madness.


Elvina was terrified of her stepmother.


At the same time she had learned with a certain philosophical common sense to accept the beatings that she received all too frequently as something that must be endured for no other reason than that she could not escape them.


Very small and thin owing to the lack of nourishment over these past formative and growing years, she looked little more than a child who should be in the nursery when, in reality, she had just passed her seventeenth birthday.


Now, as she gathered herself up from the floor and smoothed down the skirts of her faded and worn gown, she gave a little murmur of pain from the soreness of her back and shoulders and saw that a weal on her arm was bleeding where the whip had broken the skin.


“What am I to do?” Mistress Lake asked from the window.


“I cannot think,” Elvina answered, “unless you go without him.”


The frown between her stepmother’s eyes lightened for a moment.


“Dare I? What would people think? What would they say?”


“I hardly think they would notice,” Elvina pointed out.


“I could say he was ill,” Mistress Lake said. “That is true enough. Or I could tell the truth,” she added bitterly, “and say that he is lying in a drunken sodden stupor from which nothing, not even the arrival of the French, would awaken him.”


“I wish I could come with you,” Elvina said a little wistfully.


Her stepmother laughed unpleasantly.


“That would indeed be to invite comment. A nice scarecrow you would look in your old clothes. Besides you have not been invited and I have told you often enough that you never will be asked to any of these parties so long as I can prevent it. I did not bargain, when I married your father, for having to chaperone a girl almost as old as I am myself.”


This was a palpable lie and they both knew it. Juanita Lake was over thirty, but she always spoke of herself as if she was a mere girl.


Tactfully ignored was the fact that she had only married an Englishman because no one in Lisbon wished to espouse a girl who had not only no dowry but a French mother to boot.


She slammed her hand down with a sudden crash on the windowsill.


“I shall go alone,” she declared. “It is decided! I shall throw myself on the mercy of the first good-looking man I see and ask him to be my escort into the ballroom. Who knows? Lord Wye himself might see fit to befriend me.”


“It will be a wonderful ball,” Elvina said wistfully, rubbing her arms, which had begun to ache intolerably.


“The finest ball ever seen in Lisbon,” Juanita Lake answered. “And why not? When a messenger arrived with the news that the Duke of Wellington had defeated the French at Vitoria and gained a famous victory, I declare my heart almost stopped beating for joy.”


Juanita always exaggerated her patriotism for fear that people should remember her French blood.


Half her ill-temper came from her embarrassment in bearing enemy blood and her fears that people would constantly be talking about her.


She made few friends and when, by any chance, her overtures to new acquaintances were disregarded or misunderstood, she beat Elvina to relieve her feelings.


Then, as often as not, she wept wild, bitter hysterical tears, declaring that she hated everybody and everything in this accursed war-ridden country.


Food had been very short for years, but now, with the British continually landing new consignments of troops in Lisbon and with the hope and excitement engendered by the Duke of Wellington's recent victories, things were better.


The peasants no longer hoarded everything for themselves. There were vegetables, fruit and game for sale in the market and fresh bread was baked every day.


Elvina could remember when it was not a question of having no money, but of being unable to buy anything with it.


Now money was the only difficulty. Unfortunately, as far as the household was concerned, Juanita took everything that was available, for Major Lake was too drunk or too indolent to care what happened to his pension.


As long as he had enough to drink that was all that mattered to him and, as his credit was good and he had innumerable friends in the town, he at least was content to drink and forget his domestic troubles.


It was becoming obvious to Elvina that he forgot her too.


“What is going to happen to me, Papa?” she had asked him only a week earlier.


He had been more sober than usual, but he stared at her, puckering his brow as if he was not only trying to understand what she was saying but also to remember who she was.


“I cannot stay like this for ever,” she went on. “I am growing up and yet I am never allowed to go out to meet anyone. I have no friends. I am only a servant to Juanita, as you well know.”


For a moment Major George Lake had the grace to look ashamed.


“Things have been difficult owing to the War,” he muttered. “Your stepmother gets overwrought.”


“Yes, I know,” Elvina said patiently. “But the news is better. People talk of the War being over before the end of the year.”


“With Napoleon still the conqueror of Europe?” Major Lake asked derisively. “There is not a chance.” 


“Well, perhaps next year then,” Elvina persisted. “But I am seventeen, Father, and I feel that I should be thinking of other things besides housework and mending Juanita’s clothes. She will not even allow me to have a new gown for myself.”


“I will speak to her,” Major Lake replied hastily.


But he averted his eyes as he spoke so that his daughter knew that he would do nothing of the sort.


He was afraid of his second wife and indeed they both were.


“I do not think it is for Juanita to decide my future,” Elvina went on. “That is for you, Papa. When the War is over, would it be possible for me to go back to England? Surely some of my mother’s relations must still be alive.”


“If they are, they have made no effort to get in touch with me,” Major Lake said angrily. “I was not good enough for their daughter. Oh, no! They wanted somebody better for her. ‘Who is this fellow, Lake?’ they asked, looking down their long noses. Well I would rot in Hell before I would ask them for a penny piece.”


He was not as sober as Elvina had thought.


As he grew angry, his voice thickened and now lurching towards the door, he passed through it, slamming it behind him.


Elvina sank down on a chair and covered her face with her hands. What was to be the end of it all? Sometimes, remembering her mother, she felt that she could go on no longer.


Then the house had been clean and pretty, filled with flowers, sunshine and happiness.


They had moved here five years ago in 1808 from Gibraltar where her father had been stationed ever since he married. Elvina could remember their home there, but her most vivid memories were of Lisbon.


She could see her mother now, coming through the door, her fair hair like a halo around her pretty face and Elvina would run to meet her.


“Elvina, my darling!” she would say and clasp her close to her heart.


Elvina felt the tears drop from her eyes onto her fingers.


Why, she asked in her heart, could she not have died as well of the cholera that, brought by the wounded and dying back from the front line where the French were driving their enemies irresistibly before them, had swept the City.


She could remember her father going off with his Regiment, looking tall and handsome and in the best of spirits.


“Don’t cry, my pretty,” he had said to her mother. “We will beat Boney and I will be back with you before you realise I have gone.”


But he had returned to a house empty of his wife and to lie himself between life and death for several months.


“The French are invincible! We will never beat them. It’s hopeless to try,” he would say despondently.


This depressed the new recruits as they came out from England and cast such a gloom over the dinner parties that many of his old cronies ceased to entertain him.


It was then, to regain his spirits and relieve his pain, that he took to drink. And during one of his more drunken bouts he brought home his new wife.


If Elvina had been quite unprepared to be presented with a stepmother, it had been no consolation to find that Juanita was just as unpleasantly surprised.


“You told me you had a child, but I thought it was only a few years old,” she said to her husband.


She looked distastefully at Elvina, aged fourteen, who stood awkwardly staring at the dark-eyed and over-dressed woman her father had just announced to her as a new mother.


“Come, you must be friends,” Major Lake said jovially.


He had reached the stage in his drinking when the entire world seemed glorious and everyone was his friend.


“Kiss each other. You will enjoy each other’s company,” he urged, while Elvina, looking fearfully into the new Mistress Lake’s eyes, saw that there only scorn and hatred.


Yet however much she might dislike another female in the house and however much she might beat and persecute her wretched stepdaughter, there were times when Juanita must talk to Elvina because there was no one else. 


This was one of them.


“I will go alone!” she said. “But, supposing, just supposing, no one speaks to me.”


“But they will,” Elvina insisted.


She knew all too well these moments of depression and false humility when her stepmother believed that the whole world was against her.


“You know so many people,” she went on. “Besides, everyone will be in good spirits. There is so much to celebrate.”


Juanita smiled and for a moment the darkness fled from her eyes.


“There is, indeed,” she said. “I hear today that after the battle on the road to Pamplona they captured the treasure wagons and carriages that King Joseph was fleeing from Madrid in.”


“The treasure wagons!” Elvina exclaimed. “Was there much in them?”


“There was money, jewellery, pictures and furniture and fine clothes!” Juanita answered. “The Army feasted on food and wine that King Joseph and the women of the Court had provided themselves with for their journey. How I wish I could have been there. I should not have come away empty handed.”


“I hear a lot of men were slain in the battle,” Elvina commented quietly.


“You cannot have War without casualties,” Juanita answered. “Don’t let us bother our heads with it. Are you quite certain that my gown is ready for tonight?”


“It is ready,” Elvina replied.


No one knew better than she did that that was the truth. She had been up half the night altering it, pressing the lace, mending the satin underskirt and sewing on new ribbons.


No woman in Lisbon had had a new gown for years.


They did the best they could with their old gowns, altering them according to the out of date reports which sometimes seeped through of the fashions in Paris or begging newly arrived Officers from England to tell them what was the vogue in St. James’s and what the Prince Regent’s many amorettas wore at Carlton House.


The ball tonight was to be given in the Palace on the waterfront and all day long the City had been in a state of excitement at the thought of such unusual festivity.


“Who is Lord Wye?” Elvina asked as she brought Juanita’s gown from a cupboard and laid it on the bed.


“A rich English Milord,” Juanita answered with a shrug of her shoulders. “The type of man I should have married had I not let myself be persuaded into the madness of giving my hand to your father.”


Elvina had nothing to say to this.


She knew only too well that her father had been Juanita’s last hope of matrimony and that she had married him at a moment’s notice before he had had time to sober up and think better of his proposal.


In fact privately Elvina was always convinced that her father’s proposal to Juanita, if indeed he had made one, had never meant a permanent alliance, but one that he had suggested to so many ladies and which, in his own words, ‘was strictly dishonourable’.


“Now fetch my mantilla, my comb and my fan. Get everything ready,” Juanita demanded imperiously.


Meekly Elvina went to obey her. She always acted as lady’s maid to Juanita and was used to being ordered about without any question of thanks.


As she crossed the room, there was a sudden noise of cheering from outside and involuntarily both women ran to the window.


The small paned window with its ornate iron grille overlooked the narrow street with a dirty gutter running down the middle. There were always a number of starving diseased beggars sitting on the doorsteps or slouching against the walls.


These were being reinforced at the moment by a lot of people running and crowding out of the houses and coming from other streets to see who was approaching.


“It must be the new visitors,” Juanita cried, bending forward.


Two horses, with a shine on their coats and in perfect condition, were being ridden down the road.


Behind them came a closed carriage followed by a detachment of soldiers obviously new arrivals from England with their red coats, bright accoutrements and white breeches.


Riding the leading horses were two gentlemen dressed in the height of fashion, one an elderly man, the other young and good-looking with a bronzed face which seemed to set off the blue of his coat and the snowy whiteness of his cravat.


“Who are they?” Elvina breathed.


“Our guests for tonight,” Juanita answered, her eyes glittering. “The elder is the Ambassador, the new Ambassador, I had heard that he was expected. And the other must be Lord Wye.”


He was certainly distinguished, Elvina thought, broad-shouldered and handsome enough to justify the sudden expression of yearning in Juanita’s face and, indeed in the faces of the other women crowding in the windows opposite and in the street below.


They were not used to such good looks or such a dandified appearance in Lisbon.


There was little pageantry now about Wellington’s Army. The men, if they were not wounded, were bronzed, tough and wiry from constant marching and even more constant fighting, but never had an Army looked less smart.


The powder, the clay pipe, the shining brass work and brilliant clothes of peacetime England had vanished.


Their jackets were faded and ragged, their breeches patched with old blankets and their shakos twisted into strange shapes and bleached by the sun.


Their Commander-in-Chief did not worry, so long as they kept their weapons in good order and brought sixty rounds of ammunition into the field.


A man might look like a scarecrow, but if he had kept his firelock bright and clean, he was a good soldier.


These gentlemen from England looked so different. Their polished boots, their snowy breeches and cravats, their gloved hands and even the way that they sat on their horses, all seemed different. No wonder the crowds were cheering.


“If only I had a new gown,” Juanita said. “Once men thought I was beautiful. But what chance do I have in this old rag?”


Elvina did not answer. She hardly heard her. She was looking at Lord Wye and thinking that here was an Englishman such as her father must once have been. A gentleman proud and independent and sure of himself.


Very different from the raw recruits who came tumbling off the ships, often green and shaken after a bad passage in the Bay of Biscay, or the old veterans who greeted them and who seemed at times almost indistinguishable from their slouching dark-skinned Portuguese allies.


That was how an Englishman should look, Elvina told herself. Sure of himself and yet kindly to those around him.


There had been nothing disdainful in Lord Wye's glance at the people thronging the streets and there was nothing condescending in his smile. And yet he had seemed as much apart from them as if he had arrived from another planet or from Mount Olympus itself.


What would he be like to talk to, Elvina wondered.


What would he say? Would his conversation be very different from that of any other man?


Her father’s cronies, the Portuguese Officials who came sometimes to the house or the members of the aristocracy whom she saw driving through the town, seeming by their very expressions to ignore the poverty and the dirt and the squalor that existed around them. 


On an impulse Elvina turned towards her stepmother. 


“Let me come with you tonight,” she said. “I will not be a nuisance, I promise you. And you could explain that as my father is ill I have taken his place. I could make myself a gown in the time. There is that old blue of yours that you no longer care for. I could cover it with a layer of gauze and sew on a few new ribbons. Please – let me.”


Juanita Lake stared at her in amazement.


“Have you taken leave of your senses?” she asked at length. “Do you think I want to arrive with another woman? I, who have always been escorted by men. Besides, as I have told you before, for me you don’t exist except as my servant, someone who obeys my orders. There is no place in my household for other people’s children. It is I who am important, I who am supreme in my own house. So get that into your head.”


She walked across to Elvina and, taking her by the shoulders turned, her round to face the light from the window.


“So it is Englishmen you are after, is it?” she said stormingly. “Let me tell you this. When you get a little older, I am turning you out! I am not a fool that I can see that with your fair hair and your English complexion you are going to show up the wrinkles that are coming to my face. In another year out you will go and no amount of pleading or crying will save you.”


She gave an unpleasant laugh.


“I shall not care what becomes of you. The camp up the road will welcome you doubtless or you can go and die on the nearest dunghill. So remember that when you start asking me to let you go to the ball.”


She slapped Elvina’s face with the palm of her hand and then, turning towards the dressing table, unbound her long dark hair and started to comb it.


For a moment Elvina stood staring at her, the tears starting to her eyes from the force of the blow. Slowly she put up her hands toward her burning cheek.


“Hot water, clean towels, my stockings and petticoats!” Juanita commanded.


Automatically Elvina sprang to obey the harsh order, and even as she scurried about the house, fetching first this and then that for her stepmother, her mind was all the time concerned with the threats that she had just listened to.


Juanita meant them. Elvina was not such a fool as not to know the truth when she heard it. She knew now that this was what Juanita had always intended, to be rid of her some way or another.


She wondered wildly what she could do. 


To appeal to her father was hopeless.


She had only to go downstairs to see him lying on the sofa, dead drunk, an overturned wine glass on the floor beside him, to know that anything she told him would be forgotten the next time he opened a bottle.


What was she to do?


The question seemed to run through her head all the time she was helping Juanita wash and make up her face and she fastened her into her gown, arranging her hair in what they both imagined was the latest fashion and clasping round her neck the few tawdry bits of jewellery that had not been sold to pay bills or obtain wine.


“Your father was saying something the other night about a locket with diamonds in it,” Juanita said unexpectedly.


Elvina was suddenly very still.


“Do you know what he was talking about?” Juanita enquired.


“N-no, I have – no idea.”


“I suspect it was a locket that belonged to your mother. Were there diamonds round it?”


“I-I don’t – know. I – don’t – remember it.”


“If you are lying to me, I will beat you until your bones stick out of your body,” Juanita grunted.


“I will – have a search for it, if you like, and see – if I can find it,” Elvina suggested.


“You can do it tonight. Search everywhere, your father’s room and the trunks that were your mother’s. There is not much left in them, but it may still be there. It will keep you busy while I am away.”


Juanita rose to her feet. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and gave a little laugh of satisfaction.


“I have the feeling that I shall enjoy myself at the ball,” she said. “I am still good-looking. I still have the power to attract men, I am sure of it. That is all that is really necessary to be sure of oneself and of one’s own beauty.”


She turned round, looked at herself from another angle and smiled again.


“Is the carriage here?”


“I told you twenty minutes ago that it had arrived.” 


“You may have the privilege of coming downstairs and handing me into it,” Juanita said. “As I have no gentleman to escort me, I must make the best use of what I have. If your father wakes, tell him he will learn what I think of his behaviour tomorrow.”


She turned towards the door.


“And as for you,” she said, her voice ominous, “If that locket is not found, you will know what to expect!”


Elvina watched the carriage drive away and then let the old man, who had served her father ever since he came to Lisbon and who was partially deaf, close the front door.


She went upstairs to her own room. It was a small attic at the very top of the house, it was hot in summer and cold in winter and was therefore not considered good enough for any of the servants.


She shut herself in and, kneeling down in one corner of the room, pulled up a loose floorboard and took a small bundle from under it. 


In it were all her treasures, a lock of her mother’s hair, a locket and a bow of ribbon that had fallen from one of her gowns and which Elvina had secreted away before


Juanita had noticed its loss, a tiny gold ring that her mother had worn on her little finger, and the locket.


It was wrapped in paper, which Elvina undid with trembling fingers.


It was not large and the diamonds that surrounded it were not of great intrinsic value. But the locket itself was the most precious thing in the whole of Elvina’s life, for it contained, the only likeness she possessed of her mother.


Beautifully painted on ivory, the round young face with its blue eyes and fair hair, seemed almost that of an angel.


For a long time Elvina stared at it.


Then she kissed it gently and lifting the chain hung it round her neck. She was so small, or else the locket had been intended for a much larger person, that it hung low between her breasts and was hidden from sight.


She slipped the ring onto her little finger and put back the floorboard so that anyone entering the room would not notice that it had been moved.


Often at night she wore the things that had been her mother’s, but she had believed until this evening that her father had forgotten their existence and certainly she had not spoken to him of the locket for many years.


Now she was afraid. Juanita had a way of getting what she wanted, either by brutality or else by almost hypnotising things out of those who were afraid of her.


With her back sore from her beating, with her arms hurting her and the tears still wet in her eyes, Elvina felt a kind of peace come over her from the very moment that her mother’s possessions touched her skin.


She went to the window. It was only small and the street seemed a long way below. Yet the stars were nearer, coming out into the darkening sky as night began to fall.


It was then that a sudden idea came to her and jumping up she took a shawl from where it was hanging on a nail behind the door and, pulling it over her head, she went downstairs.


The house was in darkness for there was no point in wasting the precious and expensive candles on a man who was too drunk to see them and a girl who should have gone to bed supperless. Elvina felt her way along the familiar passages until she reached the door that led to the kitchen.


Old José might be sitting there and might ask her where she was going, but she had the idea that he would be out in the streets, drinking with his compatriots or staring at the guests proceeding to the ball at the Palace.


For fear she might be heard, however, she went on tiptoe until she saw that the kitchen too was in darkness and then, growing bolder, she pulled open the back door and let herself out into the street.


Here there was confusion and excitement.


The narrow streets were filled with people of all descriptions, gaping Redcoats who must just have arrived from England, Portuguese carrying guitars to twang beneath the windows where dark-eyed ladies, half-hidden in the shadows, would be waiting for them.


There were crowds of small beggar boys in rags and with bare feet holding out thin, bony little hands to anyone they encountered and begging monotonously for bread or alms.


There were peasants who had come in from the countryside because they had heard of the battle and who stared about them curiously afraid, as they had been for over ten years, of what would happen to them next.


But above the smell of the crowds, the dust and the slop-pails that were continually being emptied into the gutters, there was the scent of aloe and cypress, of orange groves and of rosemary and thyme growing in the gardens of the houses or being carried on the wind from the wild land beyond the confines of the town.


Elvina hurried along in the shadows. She was so small that no one noticed her and indeed she was used to moving unobtrusively about the town.


She soon found her way to the seafront and to the great white Palace surrounded by its gardens. Through the ornamental gates the carriages were passing in a long line.


Outside there were crowds of beggars and peasants pressing forward eagerly to catch a glimpse of the guests. It was a rare chance to see gentlemen wearing their decorations and orders beside women half-naked in their finery, their dark eyes flashing with excitement, their lips as red as the roses that many of them had arranged in their hair.


Elvina, however, avoided the gates and moved away towards the back of the Palace. This was old familiar ground for she often came here to be alone.


There was a spot where the top of the wall had crumbled and she could climb over into the Palace gardens.


Often she would sneak in and sit here alone and undisturbed when Juanita thought that she was shopping or when she knew that to return to the house would be to receive yet another beating for something which she had done or left undone.


The great rambling Palace gardens, neglected because all the young gardeners who tended them had gone to the War, were the one place where Elvina could feel at peace and know that she would not be disturbed.


Tonight she was not too sure that she could enter unperceived. But the sentries were not expecting strangers and were far too engaged with watching what was going on themselves to suspect that anyone might enter the grounds except by the main entrance.


With the help of an almond tree which she had used so often before, Elvina hoisted herself on top of the wall at the place where the sharp spikes, intended to repulse thieves, had long since fallen down, and let herself down on to the other side.


Here there was soft grass beneath her feet, the fragrance of roses and flowering shrubs that brushed against her swollen and bruised shoulders and seemed to heal her by the very delicacy and gentleness of their touch.


She moved slowly through the gardens, keeping in the shrubbery and behind the yew hedges until she came within sight of The Palace.


Then she stopped. Every window was a blaze of light. She could see the glittering chandeliers filled with candles and guests moving under them to the strains of an orchestra.


The music was sweet and melodious and, fascinated, Elvina drew a little nearer. Never had she imagined that people could look so beautiful in the candlelight.


There was jewellery glistening round the necks and on the heads of the women and the men seemed equally resplendent in their coloured coats, high white cravats and diamond-studded orders.


The music seemed almost hypnotic, as did the figures moving in time to it. Then, suddenly Elvina became aware that two people were walking from The Palace into the gardens, picking their way between the rose beds almost to where she was standing.


Hastily she ducked behind a shrub and crept along close to the ground until she was sheltered by a little arbour covered with climbing roses where there was a seat arranged with satin cushions.


“Shall we sit down?” she heard a man’s voice say. 


“That would be lovely,” a woman replied. “It’s so hot inside. I am sure your Lordship must find it stifling after the cold of England.”


“You will recall that it was not so very cold when we left,” the man answered. “Although I admit the climate is much warmer here.”


“Don’t play with me, we have so little time,” the woman said quickly. “Must you return tomorrow?”


The question was almost whispered.


“I am afraid so,” the man replied. “As you know I only came to bring dispatches for the Duke of Wellington and certain letters for members of the Government.”


The woman sighed.


“We were unable to talk when the sea was so rough, can you not stay just a little longer?”


“I wish I could, but there is work for me to do in England.”


“We well know that the chief work that your Lordship is engaged on is to try and make the Prince Regent a little more popular with the people and more amenable to his Ministers!”


The man threw back his head and laughed.


“Your Ladyship must have been listening to the most flattering and ill-informed gossip.”


“On the contrary, my sources of information are impeccable,” the woman said. “Please, I beg you, stay a little longer.”


Elvina knew, without being able to see the couple who were speaking, that the woman laid her hand on the man’s arm. 


Very very cautiously she raised her head.


They were sitting with their backs to her and she saw the man take the woman’s hand and raise her fingers to his lips.


“If I could stay, I would,” he answered.


The woman gave a sound that was almost one of exasperation and took her hand away.


“So, like many others, I have been refused by the all-conquering but elusive Lord Wye.”


He laughed again.


“You know me well enough to be sure that is not true. I would like to stay. I would like, above all things, to join Wellington’s army. But the Prime Minister’s instructions were explicit. I was to return immediately.”


“We had hoped to tempt you to defy the Prime Minister.”


“I know, your husband said the same thing. It was indeed gracious of you both. But my yacht has been replenished with provisions and water and unless the wind fails me, we sail at dawn.”


“So, we shall not meet again?”


“We shall meet in England.”


“And how long have we to wait for that? Oh, my dear man, have you any idea how many bruised and unhappy hearts you leave behind you everywhere you go?”


“Again you are flattering me,” Lord Wye said.


“I wish I was,” she said, a little sob in her voice. “But I have to remain in this horrible, dirty, flea-ridden country while you return to civilisation.”


“You must not be too hard on our oldest ally,” Lord Wye said gently. “The Portuguese have suffered greatly from the last six years of War. Did you see those children at the dock today? They were little skeletons. I wish I could feed them.”


“I am not interested in Portuguese children!” the woman exclaimed petulantly, “but in you!”


“I am deeply honoured by your interest in me.”


“If I could only believe that,” she sighed. “But we must go back. We might be missed and besides there are a great many Portuguese dignitaries you have not yet spoken to. You must not leave behind a bad impression.”


“No indeed I am trying to leave a good one,” he asserted.


She gave another sob and now her face was raised to his. For a moment he looked down at her. 


To Elvina they were both in silhouette against the light streaming from The Palace.


Then Lord Wye bent and kissed his companion lightly. Just for a moment his lips touched hers and then, as she would have clung to him, he rose to his feet.


“We must go back,” he said.


Elvina could almost feel the despair that, like an arrow, seemed to pass through the woman at his side.


Then a sudden pride made her lift her chin high.


“I hope I may give you one more dance before you go,” she said.


“I shall insist on it,” Lord Wye replied.


They walked back to The Palace the way they had come and Elvina gazed after them until they passed out of sight. 


Then she rose to her feet and quite suddenly she knew what she must do.


She slipped back over the wall the way she had come, slithered down the almond tree and ran as quickly as her legs could carry her back home.


A drunken soldier snatched at her as she flashed by, but she eluded him. Some small boys called after her, but she hardly heard them.


As she reached the house, she intended to awaken old José, but he was not back and the door was still ajar as she had left it. She went into the kitchen and, after kindling a light from a taper, found in the cupboard what she was looking for.


It was a bottle of walnut juice that Juanita had made her prepare a few weeks earlier for staining the boards where the sun had faded them.


She hurried upstairs, seeking in Juanita’s room for another bottle. It was full of dark liquid that her stepmother kept her hair raven black with. 


Elvina took both bottles to her own attic bedchamber.


Here she pulled her shawl from her head and in the cracked mirror that stood on her chest of drawers she stared at herself for a moment.


Her fair hair, the same colour as her mother’s, waved softly until it reached to her waist.


Taking a pair of scissors, she began to cut it off!


 




  CHAPTER TWO


Lord Wye, looking surprisingly fresh considering that he had gone to bed at six o’clock in the morning and had less than an hour’s sleep, gave the order to cast off.


The Officials and members of the Ambassador’s household, who had also risen to bid him ‘farewell’, stood in a little group on the quay and saluted as the sailors dragged up the anchor and started to unfurl and set the sails.


Lord Wye noted that one of the aides-de-camp was yawning and another was still unsteady on his feet.


He wondered why they had all stayed so late at what in reality had been a very indifferent ball and then chided himself for being uncharitable.


A ball was an event in this war-stricken land and he, satiated with the glories of Carlton House and the Season in London, had no right to criticise.


He looked wistfully towards the hills overshadowing the town and wished that he had been able to defy the Prime Minister’s orders and join Wellington’s army, as he had begged to be allowed to do.


“No, Wye!” the Prime Minister had said firmly. “I wish you to deliver the letters that I entrust to your care to the Government of Portugal. Since Prince John sailed for Rio de Janeiro six years ago the Regency has changed hands continually and yet somehow the country keeps going and the Portuguese people have been stalwart and strong in the face of the French assaults. Wellington speaks highly of their soldiers, although he cannot trust them to take the initiative, but only to support our own troops.”


“Do you not think,” Lord Wye had suggested, “that it might be a good idea for me to have a word with the Duke of Wellington? He might wish to entrust me with communications for you that it would be difficult for him to put in his dispatches.”


“Wellington’s dispatches will be waiting for you at Lisbon,” the Prime Minister said firmly. “I wish you to come straight back. The Prince Regent will miss you sorely and you know how difficult he can be if he has not the right advisers at his side.”
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