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To Denise and Tisha
Grayson,

friends and sisters
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“With this ring I thee wed, and with
all my worldly goods I thee endow.”

—The Book of Common
Prayer

 


 



Author’s Note

General
Thomas Picton, who found his way into this narrative, was a
prominent officer who served ably as one of Sir Arthur Wellesley’s
lieutenants during the Peninsular War (1808-1814). With his brother
officers—Crauford, Beresford, Pakenham, Hill, and Ponsonby—General
Picton fought the length and breadth of Portugal and Spain in the
struggle that ended with the Victory of Toulouse and Napoleon’s
exile to Elba in 1814. Picton was brilliant, eccentric, and
well-known for his breathtaking profanity in a profane army. No
sight was more familiar than General Picton at the head of his
beloved Third Division, wearing his famous broad-brimmed top hat
(he suffered from eye strain).

Picton’s errors in the fog of battle
that was Toulouse in no way diminished his abilities and talents.
He went into battle a year later at Mont St. Jean, and was killed
instantly by a bullet through his top hat during the long afternoon
that was Waterloo, June 18, 1815.

General Picton plays only a small
role in my story. I hope I have done him the justice he deserves.
The liberties I have taken with him are those of an
admirer.

 


 




Prologue

“Percy, do
you know what I like best about Englishwomen?” Major Sam Reed held
his hand over his bishop, then moved it three squares. The lady
chapel was cold, so he tugged his overcoat higher around his
shoulders, wincing at the pain.

“God save us, Sam, but after all
these years, you are still a terrible player.” Lieutenant Percy
Wilkins moved his knight and eliminated Reed’s bishop with one
swipe. “Check. No, tell me what is so fine about Englishwomen. It
has been too many years. And for the Lord’s sake, hold still. If
you open that wound again, I’m not going to feel even a little
sorry for you, sir.”

Reed knew he didn’t mean it, because
his second-in-command got off his cot and peered under the
overcoat. Apparently satisfied, Sir Percy resumed his position on
his major’s cot. “As for me, Sam, I have not seen an Englishwoman
in so long that I wouldn’t recognize one if she bit me on the
buttock.”

“You wish.” Sam contemplated his
bishop on Sir Percy’s side of the board, not so much of a board as
a campaign tablecloth blocked and stained red and black. “I like
the way women here smell, like tea cakes or sugared violets.” He
gestured with the silver thimble that served as a rook. “Look you
now: they go up and down the rows, dispensing a sip of water here,
a pat on the head there. They look like they smell good, think on.
D’ye think they will come to us?” He moved his rook out a
square.

Sir Percy looked in the direction
Sam indicated, turned back to the board, and moved his queen.
“Check and mate. They won’t come over here because we look too
able.” He lowered his voice. “Now, if you would lie back and gasp a
little like this poor captain next to you, and maybe grab your
belly …. Belly wounds are good. They’ll be at your side in a
wink.” He grinned. “And gone about as fast.”

Sam sighed and gathered up the chess
pieces. He knotted them in one corner of the tablecloth and leaned
back against the wall. “I do not need Society ladies to feel sorry
for me.”

“Actually, sir, I believe you do.
Surely you cannot have forgotten your predicament?”

Sam glared at his lieutenant. “How
could I?”

“Indeed you could not,” Sir Percy
agreed, his serenity an added irritation to Sam. “You need a wife
in the worst way.” He nodded in the direction of the ladies. “Maybe
these sightseers might know of a woman ….”

The major interrupted him. “She has
to be a lady. That’s one of the terms.”

“I know the terms,” Sir Percy
reminded him. He sniffed the air around Sam. “More to the point
now, you need to locate a lady with no sense of smell, who is
impervious to rude noises, and who wouldn’t mind a man who looks
like a troll afraid of a barber.”

“I can bathe, and I can shave, and
when my back heals, I can stand up straight!” Sam said with some
energy. And I am being testy toward the one who has done so much
for me, he thought. Whether for good or bad, who can tell? Careful
not to move fast, he held out his hand to his lieutenant. “Percy, I
have never adequately thanked you for writing all those letters to
my mother. What a lovely wife you gave me through those
letters.”

Percy laughed and shook Sam’s hand.
“I enjoyed it! Only think how my penmanship improved, and how it
broke the whole battery’s tedium.” His face grew serious again. “I
only hope I have not overdone the matter. Your mama is expecting
you to arrive with a paragon of virtuous, lovely womanhood. And of
course, there is that other matter.” He paused, and Sam sighed.
“Don’t know what I was thinking, sir. Call it poetic
license.”

“Ah, yes, the other matter.” Sam
started to speak, thought better of it, then waited until he was
calm. “Well, Percy, don’t let me keep you. I know that your mama is
eager to see your sorry self again.”

His lieutenant got up from his cot
and stood looking at him for a long moment. “I’ll miss the guns,
sir. Do stop at Quavers on your way north.” Sir Percy grinned.
“With a wife.”

“Don’t remind me!”

Through the portal that opened onto
the larger chapel, Sam watched his lieutenant leave. He smiled when
Percy stopped by the cots of their men, those stalwarts of the
battery wounded in the last battle at Toulouse that sent Napoleon
to a change of address to Elba. You’ve learned, lad, he thought,
remembering Lieutenant Sir Percy Wilkin’s arrival two years ago
before Badajoz—a baptism I would wish on no greeny, he thought
fervently, and not for the first time. There was a time when these
heroes were objects of the lower class, eh, Percy? he reflected as
his lieutenant spent a long time before the cot of their master
sergeant. And then when your sergeant saves your aristocratic but
inexperienced hide from one or two gross errors that artillerymen
don’t want to make—ah, it’s a different story.

He leaned back against the wall
again, careful of himself, and thought about his own sergeant,
blown into froth at Talavera, and the corporals and privates whose
names had faded, if not the remembrance of their gallantry under
fire. He tried to lean against the wound, winced, and thought
better of it. If I am to be invalided home, I had better heal
quickly, he thought. This church is already becoming tiresome
indeed, and Lord knows I have some heavy ground to get over
lightly, as Old Nosey would say.

Face it, Sam, he told himself. You
hate to ruin your record of no wounds at all during this whole
long, dreadful war. It’s rough to peacock about when you’re hard
put to stand up straight. At least your knuckles do not drag on the
ground. The major drew up his knees and leaned forward on them,
finding some measure of relief in that position. It was a comfort
to know that the war was over.

Except. He rested in his chin on his
knees and watched the ladies moving slowly up and down the ranks of
the wounded, sequestered here in this drafty London church, chilly
inside while May’s hawthorn bloomed outside. “I need one of those
in just about the worst way,” he said out loud.

“Eh?” asked the captain on the next
cot.

“One of those ladies,” he repeated.
The captain had a gut wound and wouldn’t live through the week. Sam
knew he could tell him anything. “I need a wife right
now.”

“Oh, you artillerymen,” the captain
murmured. “Wasn’t it enough to wench through Spain?”

With some effort, Sam stood up, then
leaned over and wiped the man’s forehead, which glistened with the
sweat of infection. “It’s a long story, lad. I promised my mother a
wife several years ago in a weak moment ….”

“… Drunk?” the captain
sympathized.

“Of course! Why else would I do
that? I wrote her that I was married to a daughter of the
regiment.” He sat down, more tired from that small task than he
cared to admit.

“What were you thinking?” the
captain murmured.

“Probably that I would be dead
before the war ended, so what difference did it make what I told
her?” Sam retorted. “What does any of us think during
warfare?”

“That’s bad.”

“It’s worse. My lieutenant got into
the spirit of the thing, and a year later, wrote my mother that my
wife and I had a child and she was a grandmama!”

There was no comment from the
adjoining cot. Good God, I hope the shock of that didn’t kill the
poor man right now, the major thought, as he got up slowly, and
leaned over the captain again. “Are you all right?”

After a long time, the man opened
his eyes. His mouth creased into a smile, and his eyes were bright
with both fever and merriment.

“That is the funniest thing I have
ever heard, Major,” the captain said. “I’m trying to figure out how
to laugh without hurting everything inside me.”

“So glad you’re amused,” Sam said as
he wiped the man’s forehead again. “Before I get home to Hadrian’s
Wall, it either has to be marriage or a double murder, and I am not
inclined toward murder, even of the nonexistent.”

The man was silent again, even as
his grin widened. “Good luck, Major. You’ll need it even more where
you’re going, than I will where I am bound.”

“You’re already confessed and
shriven?” Sam asked, his voice gentle. “You’re ready for what is
ahead?”

The captain nodded, his eyes still
merry. “More than you are, Major, more than you are. If God
Almighty doesn’t strike you dead for what I think you are about to
attempt, some young lady will. I, on the other hand, need merely
face my maker.”

Major Reed lay back down on his cot.
Put that way, I am in for an interesting time of it, he thought. He
watched the ladies again until they loomed larger and larger and
stepped into his dreams. When he woke, the cot next to his was
empty, and the ladies were gone. His dilemma, however,
remained.

 


 




Chapter One

“Lydia, I
vow if you do not come quickly, Kitty will go into deep spasms! She
will never find a duke or a marquis, and we will all be
ruined!”

“Yes, Mama. At once,
Mama.”

It was impossible to ignore Mama,
even heard through two closed doors. Lydia closed her book, but did
not move from her perch in the window seat. She glanced at the
clock. “I wonder, Kitty, what has precipitated this latest crisis,
the third of the morning?” she asked out loud. “Could it be that
your curling rod is misplaced, and because this is not Imperial
Rome, you cannot beat your maid into a coma? Or perhaps you cannot
find the ribbon we wasted four hours picking out yesterday. Yes, I
am certain that is the problem.”

“Lydia!”

Still she did not leave her
comfortable spot. There was suddenly something so daunting about
facing Kitty and Mama at the same time, both of them upset, both of
them convinced that nothing could be more important than their
needs. Not for the first time since their arrival a month ago from
Devon did she kick herself for thinking for even one moment that
life would be different here on Holly Street.

I have the vast misfortune to be an
optimist in a family where one crisis follows another like waves on
a beach, she considered. I even thought that London might be fun.
Mama is right; I am a fool.

“Courage,” she muttered as she stood
up, took one last look out the window at all the activity in the
street below, and went slowly down the hall. She imagined the scene
even before she opened the door. Kitty would be in tears—not
ordinary tears, mind you, but tears that clung to her long
eyelashes like dew on rose petals. Her lower lip would be
quivering, and her eyes would be stormy with disappointment. Lydia
knew from a lifetime of experience that if she waited just one
second too long to appear, Kitty would begin to breathe in short
gasps, a prelude to towering, monumental hysteria.

“And we can’t have that,” she
murmured as she took a deep breath of her own and opened the
door.

Her younger sister Kitty stood in
the middle of the room, surrounded by a morning’s worth of dresses
tried on, rejected, and left to wrinkle on the floor. Her arms were
stiff by her sides, but she had not quite reached that state of
irritation that led to the ruin of one’s entire day.

“Yes, my dear?” she asked quietly as
she picked up a discarded dress and shook it as she wanted to shake
her sister.

Kitty regarded her with beautiful,
mournful eyes, eyes of the sky in early evening, violet eyes
already the subject of innumerable dithyrambs from besotted poets
in Devon too young to know better. She took a deep breath and a
sob—the perfect sob—caught in her throat. “I cannot find the
ribbon, Lyddy!”

“I know that you have hidden it to
do poor, poor Kitty mischief! I was telling your father only this
morning that you are an unnatural child and should have been left
behind!”

On a hillside like the Greeks? In
Devon? Then, who would fetch and carry and smooth over everyone’s
spasms and indignations? Lydia thought as she turned to regard her
mother. “Mama, I would never,” she said quietly. “Kitty, remember
that we put it in the top drawer of your bureau so you would not
forget?” She went to the drawer, pulled out the length of ribbon,
and handed it to her sister.

Kitty clutched the ribbon to her
heaving breast, shed a few becoming tears of relief, then took a
good look at the object of her distracted search. “I thought it was
darker, sister,” she said accusingly. She held it out at arm’s
length, as though it would sink its fangs into her perfect arm. “It
won’t do. Mama, make her take it back and choose me
another.”

No, Lydia thought, in that quiet
place inside her mind that was hers alone. I will not return that
stupid ribbon and drag myself through three more hours of shops to
agonize over the merits of one color over another. I will not.
“Whatever you wish, Mama,” she said.

Mama, no stranger to tragedy
herself, threw herself into a chair and stared at her elder
daughter. “Lydia, what I wish is that you would mind the
insincerity of your tones. No wonder you are twenty-two and still
single.” She patted her heart, that organ of affection. “With
notably few exceptions, I can trace every one of my palpitations to
your intransigence.”

These are heavy doings, Lydia told
herself as she folded the ribbon. The day is so beautiful that I do
not have the strength for Mama’s cardiac insufficiencies and my
role in them. “I will be happy to return the ribbon, Mama.” It
sounded sincere to her. She meant it sincerely—anything to stave
off another lecture, more accusations, and perhaps the back of
Mama’s hand for punctuation.

After a long pause, long enough for
Lydia to feel the familiar gnawing in her stomach, Mama nodded.
“Very well.” She smiled at her other daughter. “Kitty, love, be a
dear and step aside so Lydia can pick up the rest of your frocks
and return them to the dressing room. Sit here, my dear.” She
patted the cushion beside her. “I have something of interest for
you, and I suppose, for Lydia, too, if she can do two things at
once!”

She and Kitty put their blond heads
together and laughed. Lydia knew better than to look at either of
them. That would only mean more laughter at her expense. It is one
of the seven wonders of the world that I have any pride left at
all, she thought as she carried the dresses into the next room
where Kitty’s maid cowered. “Best iron them quickly,” she whispered
as she shut the door.

“As I was walking this morning, I
overheard dear Lady Walsingham remark that it was all the rage for
young women of fashion and sense to go to St. Barnabas.”

Kitty gave her a blank stare. “Mama,
it is not Sunday,” she said.

Mama laughed and touched Kitty under
the chin. “You are so amusing!”

Thank goodness I did not say that,
Lydia considered as she edged herself into a chair. Mama would have
called me a dolt and tugged at my hair.

“A number of wounded soldiers are
lodged there right now. Some battle or other ….”

“Toulouse, Mama,” Lydia said without
thinking. “It has been in all the papers, and now the war is ov—”
Mama glared at her, and she was silent.

“One battle is very much like
another, and it is amazingly ill-bred to claim knowledge of any of
them,” Mama declared, dismissing most of history in a single
sentence. “The import is this: The better sort are going to St.
Barnabas to minister to the soldiers.”

“Good God, Mama, you cannot be
serious!” Kitty exclaimed. “We have to touch
them?”

“Oh, no, dear, no,” Mama soothed,
taking Kitty’s hands in hers to stop their agitated motion. “I
think you merely walk up and down and look sympathetic. Possibly
cluck your tongue, but surely nothing more. I have it on good
authority that it is the high kick of fashion right
now.”

That will be onerous, indeed, Lydia
considered. No wonder Kitty is concerned. I do not think Kitty
understands the ramifications of sympathy, particularly since such
an emotion requires the acknowledgment of others.

Kitty shuddered and drew closer into
the circle of her mother’s arms. “But, Mama, suppose one of them
reaches out to touch me?”

They wouldn’t dare, Lydia thought,
then turned her head to cough so Mama would not see her
smile.

Mama drew herself up straight again.
“My dearest, that is why nature intended for young ladies of
fashion to carry parasols. You can beat them off!”

Oh, I like that, Lydia told herself.
So much philanthropy all at once must be nipped in the bud.
Probably it is a good thing that soldiers are used to harsh living,
particularly if they run afoul of the “better sort,” as Mama puts
it.

“But why, Mama, why do we have to do
this?” Kitty asked as the storm warnings rose in her eyes
again.

Mama regarded Kitty sorrowfully.
“Because, my precious kitten, your father—drat his timid soul—never
could bring himself to visit London, or even pursue acquaintances
beyond the borders of our own district!” She rose suddenly and took
a turn about the room, her agitation unmistakable. “We have money
enough, but no one knows us! We are living in a rented house on the
fringe of the best area, and your father makes no push to renew old
friendships.”

And if I have told him once I have
told him a thousand times, Kitty love, you are too beautiful to
waste on a red-faced squire’s son in Devon, Lydia thought as she
watched her mother take another turn about the room. Isn’t that
what you have always said next, Mama? See? I have memorized
it.

She knew what would follow that
speech, so she tried to make herself smaller in the chair.
“… Too beautiful to waste on a red-faced squire’s son in
Devon,” Mama was saying. Lydia winced as Mama directed her
attention to her. “Blame Lydia, if this exercise makes you
uncomfortable,” she said to Kitty. “If Lydia had been even slightly
less plain, she could have smoothed the way for you!
As it is, you must exert yourself and be seen where it will do you
the most good.”

“But a church with wounded soldiers?
Oh, Mama!”

Kitty, you are fast approaching the
limits of Mama’s endurance, Lydia thought as she watched her mother
and sister. Lips in a thin line, eyes narrowing … I know the
signs. Kitty, are you really so dense that you never figured them
out? Of course, the wrath comes down less strenuously on you,
because you are beautiful, where I am not.

“It is an excellent plan,” Mama was
saying now, her tone placating. “You and Lydia will wait outside
the church in our carriage until you see young ladies and gentlemen
going inside. Join their party. Tag along behind them.” She took
Kitty by the shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Make something
of this opportunity!”

“Suppose no one notices us, Mama,”
Kitty countered.

“Everyone notices you, my love,”
Mama soothed. “It is Lydia that no one notices. It must be the
right people, however, to do us any good. When we go to Almack’s on
Friday, you will have someone to talk to,” she reasoned, concluding
triumphantly, “Visiting a few dirty soldiers will not have been in
vain.” She waited a moment. “Very well, then. The coachman will be
ready for you at two of the clock.”

So we are reduced to nipping at the
gentry’s coattails like ill-mannered puppies? Lydia wondered as she
gave Mama sufficient time to descend the stairs. When she was sure
Mama was down the stairs, she opened Kitty’s door quietly and
tiptoed to the landing. As she looked down to the main floor, she
saw the door to Papa’s study open. She watched, humiliated for him,
as he stuck his nose out, looked this way and that for Mama, heaved
a sigh that she could hear on the first-floor landing, then quietly
closed the door again.

Poor Papa, she thought, and not for
the first time, as she returned to her room. He has nothing but two
daughters, and his estate is entailed away to a male relative who
scarcely needs it. I wish it were not so, but I believe he only
waits to die, and inflict Mama on one or the other of
us.

She picked up her book again, but it
held no interest for her. Instead, she looked out the window,
dreading, like Kitty, the visit to St. Barnabas, if for different
reasons. I do not wish to tag along and encroach upon the goodwill
of others, she thought. I am not nosing after scraps from the
ton’s table, or licking someone’s pot, no matter how it
might forward Kitty’s prospects.

As she looked at the traffic in the
street below, she noticed her own outline in the wavy window glass,
indistinct and barely there. It was her life’s story, and as she
sat and looked at her dim reflection, she discovered that she did
not care for what she saw. “But how do I change the people that I
must live with?” she asked herself. She peered closer at the
outline of herself in the glass, then reached out to touch her
reflection. “Could it be that if these people will not change, then
I must change myself?” she asked.

 


With varying degrees of impatience
and resignation, they waited for what seemed like eons in the
family carriage outside the church of St. Barnabas. It was on the
edge of London’s docks, but on a quiet, little used street made all
the quieter by the quantities of straw strewn throughout the entire
block to muffle the sound of passage and allow a measure of peace
to the suffering inmates within.

“It is a mystery to me how you can
remain so content, Lyddy,” Kitty complained after an entire stretch
of ten minutes when no one paid any attention to her.

“My dear sister, that is why I
always travel with a book. Let me recommend it to you,” Lydia said
as she slit open another page.

“Reading is a bore,” Kitty assured
her as she reexamined her nails for the tenth time in as many
minutes. “Look here, my maid is so stupid. This cuticle is not
pushed down as far as the others. Oh, dear! I did not notice it
until this minute!”

If I throttled my sister, a jury of
rational men would never convict me, Lydia thought as she glanced
at her sister’s shapely, perfect hands. “I think you will be able
to endure this calamity until we return to the house, my dear,” she
commented, then turned her attention back to the book. When Kitty
began to sniff and hunt about in her reticule, Lydia closed her
book in resignation. “If you cry, you will frighten away any
prospects you hope to see here.”

Kitty sniffed back her tears, but
continued to regard the offending fingernail with a mournful
expression. It lasted until she noticed that there was the smallest
scuff on her boots. Her lips, which one or another Devon poet had
called “twin pillows of fairy repose,” drew together into a tight
line reminiscent of Mama. She turned her boot this way and that,
muttering, “I do not know that another person is as mortally tried
as I am, Lyddy.”

Lydia was spared the insincerity of
a suitable reply with the arrival of a barouche, the first that she
had seen this spring.

She pointed out the conveyance to
Kitty, who was still regarding her boots with a frown. “Look,
Kitty, the game’s afoot,” she said. I shall keep a satiric eye, she
told herself, or this whole humiliation will overwhelm me. “My
dear, let us see if they are suitably gowned, coifed, and
sweet-smelling. Oh, yes, let us make sure that their cuticles are
pushed back, or we will have nothing to do with them,” she
teased.

Kitty smiled her dazzling smile. “I
know the care of one’s hands is of vital significance,” she said
with complete serenity. “How good it does me to hear you recognize
the importance of it, too.”

Lydia swallowed the hot words that
rose in her throat. What sense would there be in scolding someone
with so little evidence of a brain box between the ears? She was
murmuring something suitably appropriate when another barouche drew
up beside the first. More elegantly gowned young ladies allowed
themselves to be handed down by equally well-dressed young
men.

“Kitty, I believe there are enough
of the Haute Ton to suit even Mama. Do let us follow them
into the church.”

Kitty hung back, even as she watched
the parade of pastel afternoon walking dresses and modish bonnets
pass their carriage. “Lyddy, you don’t think I will be required to
help the soldiers, do you?”

“Of course not,” Lydia replied with
a small sigh. “I do not think it is possible for you to do too
little for them.”

That answer, delivered with a
straight face, seemed to satisfy her sister. Kitty allowed the
footman, who had been cooling his heels beside the coachman, to
help her down. With Kitty at her side, they picked their way
through the moldy straw covering the street just in time to bring
up the rear of the elegant party. There are none of us equipped to
help even a butterfly, Lydia thought with embarrassment as they
entered the church. I should rather imagine that sturdy shoes and a
sensible apron would be more to the point than bonnets with
feathers and shot silk fabric.

They were greeted by a veritable
wall of odors that made her take a step back. Kitty turned quite
pale and grabbed her arm. “Lyddy, I can’t go in there!” she
whispered.

One of those rare times wholly in
sympathy with her sister, Lydia patted her hand as Kitty clutched
her. “Then, are you prepared for an evening with Mama’s flutterings
and spasms and accusations if we return without making at least one
or two acquaintances?” she whispered back.

“N-no,” Kitty stammered, but made no
move to step forward into the nave. She tightened her grip on her
parasol.

Other ladies were hanging back, and
none of the gentlemen looked eager to proceed. It was an easy
matter to join the group.

In a moment Kitty relaxed and looked
around her. “Lyddy, we are mingling!” she whispered in some
awe.

Some of the bolder young ladies
stepped forward finally, and they trailed after them into the nave.
Lydia looked around her, careful to raise her hem above the reeking
straw that should have been replaced weeks ago. I would take it all
out and give everyone such a scrubbing, she thought, looking at the
men, some of them still stained with dirt from the battlefield.
Then I would shave them and make them brush their teeth. Their
clothes would be burned, of course, and their hair cut
short.

Thinking about what she would do
gave her the courage to move forward. She left the group, which
huddled together at the sight of all this misery, and stood staring
thoughtfully at the sight before her. I wonder if there is
something I actually could do, she thought as, almost without
realizing it, she loosened her bonnet strings and let her hat hang
down her back. In another moment she had pushed up her sleeves and
handed her parasol to Kitty, who, white-faced, was clutching the
arm of an elegant length of Bond Street
savoir-faire.

“Lyddy, what are you doing?” Kitty
gasped.

“I don’t know,” she said over her
shoulder. “I can’t just stand here.”

It appeared that the others could.
With one last look at them, she started down the row toward a man
who looked as though he could be in charge.

He was standing by the cot of a
young man even more pale than Kitty. As she looked on, horrified,
the last of his blood drained out of a neck wound and seeped into
the straw. With a sigh that went on until she wanted to cover her
ears, he died.

The doctor stood there, a frown on
his face as he tapped a silver-handled scalpel against his open
watch. “Time of death, 3:30,” he said, more to himself than her.
“If anyone cares.”

He noticed her then, and she knew
she must look as pale as the dead man, because he took her arm, sat
her down on the cot next to the soldier, and pushed her head down.
“Stay that way until you feel better,” he said brusquely as he
closed the soldier’s eyes and covered his face.

“I’m better,” she said finally as
she raised her head, wishing that her voice did not sound so remote
to her own ears.

“I doubt it,” he said. He noticed
the question in her eyes, because he gestured to the corpse. “I do
not understand why it is, but twice his neck wound granulated and
then opened. It was only a matter of time. Well, then, what am I
supposed to do with you?” It sounded abrupt, but his eyes were
kind.

“May I help?” she asked.

He smiled, wiped his scalpel
absently on his coat sleeve, and looked at the ladies and
gentlemen. “You will be the first who has offered. Damn them all!
War is not a fad!” In that abrupt way she was already becoming
accustomed to, he took her arm and lifted her to her feet,
gesturing with his scalpel. “D’ye see that shaggy man over there?
The one hunched over?”

She nodded. A man with his long hair
pulled back from his face sat on a soldier’s cot. As she watched,
he tried to sit up straight, but only succeeded in wincing with the
pain.

“That is Major Reed, Lord Laren. I
want you to march up to him and tell him to go lie down, and that
you will be happy, no, ecstatic, to take his place and hold that
dying man’s hand.”

“Sir?” Lydia asked in amazement.
“Will he let me?”

“Ask anyone, ask Major Reed! A
surprise attack is worth a frontal assault squared and cubed. Do
try, please. I’d rather not have another casualty. He may look like
a troll at the moment, but he means something to me.”

Surprised at herself, she did as he
directed, skirting another doctor and an orderly who were trying to
hold down a soldier and lance a boil. She looked down at her dress
as she passed the men. To her chagrin, the material must have
served as a wick while she stood by the dead soldier. Her skirt was
stained with blood. Mama is right, she thought, I will never make
it into the better circles, if I do not pay more attention to what
I wear. The absurdity of her situation and Mama’s comment served to
keep her moving through the rows.

She hesitated to address the shaggy
officer who sat in obvious pain on the soldier’s cot. Apparently he
had not noticed her presence anyway. I could probably turn around
quietly right now, retrace my steps, and wait in the carriage for
Kitty, she reflected. No one would notice me, because no one ever
does. But I cannot. She cleared her throat.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said. “The
surgeon over there said I was to relieve you.”

He said nothing and did not turn
around for so long that she nearly retraced her steps. She repeated
her statement, wondering if she should have addressed him as Lord
Laren. She suspected that even someone with imagination (something
Mama said she did not possess) would have a hard time seeing the
shaggy man with a hunchback as a titled person.

She was about to leave. Her courage
was draining away as fast as the blood from that poor unfortunate
soldier eight rows over. She decided to try one more time. “Major,
I ….”

“I heard you. It just takes me a
moment to turn around. Don’t leave, please.”

She came closer. Taking great care
of himself, the officer shifted his whole body on the cot, rather
than just his head. “Well, miss?” he asked, his words clipped, his
lips tight.

She thought for a moment that she
had angered him, and then she realized that he was in pain. It
showed in the tightness around his mouth and the way he squinted at
her, even though the room was fairly well lit. Oh, dear, she
thought as she slowly untied her bonnet and set it aside. I do not
know which of you is worse off.

She took a deep breath, which was a
mistake in that foul room, and gestured toward the surgeon. “He
said I was to relieve you here, so you could go lie
down.”

The officer said nothing, but she
knew he was regarding her intently, measuring her. Oh, this is
nothing new, she thought, with a sudden burst of confidence. People
have been measuring me all my life. “The surgeon said that I could
probably hold his hand as well as you can. Sir. Or Lord Laren, or
whatever you choose. You are supposed to lie down now.”

Again a long pause. “Make me,” he
said at last.

Lydia sighed. “You are going to be
difficult,” she observed, more to herself than to him.

“I usually am. Make me.”

If I even stop to think about this,
I will never act, she thought. So I will not think about it. “Very
well, sir. Since you are so stubborn,” she said as she sat on his
lap, took the soldier’s hand from his, and held it in her
own.

She did not know what to expect, but
she did not anticipate the laughter that rose up from the nearby
cots. “Got you, Major!” one of the men said. “She’s out-thought
you, sir!” said another with an arm missing, who sat up to
watch.

“Oh, very well,” the major said, and
he did not try to hide the amusement in his voice. “Lads, such an
opportunity, but I will remember that I am an officer and a
gentleman.” The men laughed again as the major patted her hip. When
she rose up in indignation, he moved out from under her. “Very
well, madam, since you are so persistent.” She blushed as he
sniffed her hair close to her ear, his breath warm on her cheek.
“And, by God, you smell better than my stinking soldiers. Sit,
madam, by all means. Hold his hand tight. And then when he’s dead,
you can hold mine.”

She couldn’t think of a thing to
say, so she was silent. In another moment she was stroking the
dying man’s hand, and then wiping his face with a damp cloth near
his pillow. She felt the cot move, and heard the officer behind her
get to his feet. He staggered against her and put his hand on her
shoulder to steady himself. It was a firm grip.

“It’s a long trip back to officer’s
country, lads,” she heard him say behind her. “If you don’t
mind ….” In the corner of her vision, she saw one of the more
lightly wounded men move to another cot and make room for the
officer. He sat down heavily on the cot directly across from her.
“I’m going to keep an eye on you, miss,” he said, his lips tight
again. “That man’s my gunnery sergeant.”

As he sat hunched over, bleary-eyed,
looking older than her own grandfather, she heard a commotion from
the little knot of ladies and gentlemen whose presence she had
almost forgotten. She looked over in time to see her sister settle
into a graceful faint in the arms of another Bond Street pattern
card. Drat you, Kitty, she thought.

In a moment, another of the young
gentlemen was approaching her, moving warily through the rows,
careful not to brush up against anything that looked like it
wouldn’t wash off, and holding a handkerchief to his nose. One of
the men sitting close to her snickered, and the young gentleman
stopped, confused.

“It’s all right, sir,” she said
calmly, not releasing her grip on the dying man. “They fed them
this morning, and they won’t bite.”

He blinked at her and raised his
quizzing glass with a shaking hand, which made the snickering and
elbow-poking around her increase. “Miss … ah,
Miss ….”

“Perkins,” she replied. “It appears
that my sister Kitty has fainted.”

“Yes, Miss Perkins. Lord Harwell and
I would like to return her to your home.”

You fop, she almost said. You
thought to come here and amuse yourself, but it is not a pleasant
sight. “Oh, so kind of you,” she replied. “But I shouldn’t think
that task will require two of you, sir. You may stay and help
here.”

“Oh, no! I mean … well, I
mean ….”

Someone clucked like a chicken, and
the gentleman blushed as he backed up into a slop jar and the
contents dribbled onto his shoes. “Please come with us, Miss
Perkins. This is no place for a lady.”

“Yes, by all means, go,” the major
said, leaning forward as if attempting to alleviate the pain.
“You’ve had sufficient diversion to qualify as a regular angel of
mercy, Miss Perkins, is it?” He spoke softly enough, but the
challenge was unmistakable. His men looked at each other, as if as
surprised as she was. No one snickered.

She thought a moment, then shook her
head. She looked up at the gentleman, who was staring down at his
pants in real dismay. “Sir, if you and Lord Harwell will please
take Kitty home in our carriage, I will be grateful to you. Tell my
coachman to return for me in an hour or two.” Provided Mama isn’t
so furious that she makes me walk, she thought.

“You heard the lady,” the major
said. “Make yourself useful and scarce.” The order was delivered
firmly, as though the major spoke to one of his privates, and not a
bright one, at that.

Without a word, the gentleman
retreated down the row. He gathered up the others like chickens
before a storm, and herded them toward the foyer. The major turned
himself enough to watch them go. “Men, I think that will end our
exhibition visits.” He wrinkled his nose. “Sterling, have we you to
blame for that slop jar? Do move it somewhere before Miss Perkins
changes her mind and declares us past redemption.” His last words
came out in a gasp, and she was grateful to see one of his men
motioning for the surgeon.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she
assured them all as she clung to the dying man’s hand.

“Then, Miss Perkins, I think you’ll
do,” said the major as he closed his eyes against the pain. “You’ll
do.”

 


 




Chapter Two

He let one
of his soldiers swing his legs up, and another soldier help him lie
carefully on his side. He closed his eyes. “Mind you hold on to my
gunner,” he murmured.

She did as he said, holding tight to
the man as she wiped his face again and looked around for more
water. One of the soldiers obligingly set a basin of water close to
her hand. The men—they must have all come from the major’s unit, or
company, or whatever they called themselves—regarded her with some
interest. She observed them right back, noting their obvious
concern for their officer. One of them who could walk found a
blanket and covered him.

“He’s a game’un, miss, but a bit
weary he is,” said one of the men. The others looked at her
expectantly, as though wondering if she would address a strange man
so far from her own class.

“I think he must be weary. What
happened to him?” she responded calmly. The man whose hand she held
opened his eyes, as though startled from his coma by a female
voice. “It’s all right. Your major’s over there, and I won’t leave
you,” she told him, even as her stomach revolted at the odd
sweetish odor coming from the bandage that bound his
chest.

The men looked at each other, as if
wondering, after their initial success, who should speak next. The
same man cleared his throat. “Oh, t’major thought ‘e was Jesus
Christ and tried to save us all, ‘e did.”

The others looked at each other and
nodded. “But … what happened?” she asked.

The same soldier continued the
narrative. “Nosey played his cards a little far away from his chest
at Toulouse, and we got rolled up.” He grinned at his mates,
pleased with himself.

Lydia frowned. “Why didn’t you run?”
The men stared at her, and she wondered for a second if she had two
heads instead of one sitting on her neck. “Well, I would,” she
finished lamely.

“Pardon me, ma’am, but you don’t
just leave your guns,” he said, with a certain primness that told
her she had committed a grave military error.

“And besides, we were surrounded.
Nowhere to run to,” said another man with one eye and a thick
bandage where the other one should be. “The major, he tried to be
everywhere, and got a saber smack across his shoulders for ‘is
pains.”

Lydia flinched. “He can’t stand up
straight anymore?” she asked.

“Oh, he’s fine in the morning, but
by the afternoon, it’s all he can do to stand on his pins.” The man
laughed. “What with that and arguing every day with Horse Guards
that he won’t leave until we’re all assigned, he’s had a merry
time.”

She looked at the dying man in front
of her, who still regarded her with amazement in his sunken eyes.
“And this man?” she murmured as she smoothed the hair across his
forehead and wished she had enough water to wash him. A person
shouldn’t die dirty.

“He’s my gunnery sergeant,” the
major spoke up from his cot across from her, his eyes still closed.
“He followed me, or maybe I followed him, from Oporto to Toulouse.”
His voice trailed off. “Too full of ginger to die.”

“You’ll miss him, won’t you?” she
asked softly of no one in particular.

“Miss Perkins, I have missed each
man I have ever lost, every foot of the way. Yes, of course,” the
major said. He looked up as the surgeon bent over him. “Oh, it is
you. All I need is a little rest. It has been a long
day.”

Unmindful of his protests, the
surgeon raised the bandage from the major’s shoulder and took a
long look at his back. I hope it is nothing serious, Lydia thought
as still he stood there, rocking back and forth on his heels,
regarding the wound.

“Sir?” she asked finally. “Will he
do?”

She must have startled him. “Oh,
yes, ma’am. I was merely wondering why it is that one man can begin
to heal so nicely, and another ….” He glanced at the gunnery
sergeant, who was muttering to himself now. “And others, no.” He
returned his attention to the major. “You, sir, are a hiss and a
byword around here. If I receive another evil communication from
Horse Guards asking me why on God’s earth you are still here and
not invalided home, I will personally smite you.”

Major Reed still didn’t open his
eyes, but to Lydia’s amusement, he grinned. “I told the general
that as soon as he saw to my men, I would go quietly back to
Northumberland and never trouble this end of the realm again. Where
is the difficulty?”

The surgeon sighed and sat on the
major’s cot. “Lord Laren, I appeal to your good
nature ….”

“I have none, sir,” the major
snapped, opening his eyes and fixing the surgeon with a level
stare. “I want my men who are here in hospital taken care of to my
satisfaction, and then I will consent to leave. There are no other
conditions.”

The surgeon tried again. “Sir, other
officers ha—”

“I am not other officers, and this
is no ordinary battery,” said the major, biting off each word as
though he intended to chew it. “When my men are taken care of, I
will leave. Picton’s Own Battery deserves nothing less.”

“You are difficult, my lord,” said
the surgeon.

“I am. Now, sir, if you will look at
this charming lady, I believe she has something to ask you. Am I
right, Miss Perkins?”

You must have eyes in the back of
your head, she thought. She glanced at the soldiers around her. No
wonder they trust you. “Yes, actually,” she said. “This poor man
deserves to be clean before he dies. Can you at least change his
bandage and bring me some water and a towel?”

The surgeon opened his mouth, looked
at the major, and closed it. “Very well. Orderly!”

The gunnery sergeant died two hours
later, during which time he called her his mother, and Grandmama,
and then Teresa, who was, one of the men assured her, a good girl
who followed the army. I am not that naive, she thought, but she
made no comment. She wiped his face, glad that he was clean to her
satisfaction. Changing the bandage had been a trial, but she clung
to his hand throughout the whole ordeal, and when it was over,
vomited with what she hoped was ladylike demeanor into a bucket
that the major thoughtfully pushed her way.

To her relief, the gunnery sergeant
was deep in another world during the last hour of his life. It
remained to her to wipe his face, and then when he died, to be
amazingly touched as his hand had gripped hers, and then relaxed
completely in the peace that death brings. She held it another
moment, marveling at the mystery before her, even as she cried for
a soldier she did not know.

The men were silent, some looking
away. She dried her eyes on a handkerchief that someone gave
her—probably the major—blew her nose, and looked around her. “I’m
sorry to have distressed you with my tears,” she said as she stood
up, feeling far older than her twenty-two years.

“Ah, no, miss,” said the one-eyed
man, who seemed to have appointed himself the spokesman. “I thinks
I speaks for all when I say that gunner there would have been
flattered to have a pretty mort cry all over him.” He looked around
at the others, and they nodded in agreement, with a certain shyness
that touched her almost as much as the dead man.

So I am a pretty lady? she asked
herself. Either the light is more dim than I thought, or you have
not seen Englishwomen in years and years. “I could cry more,” she
said simply. It sounded stupid to her ears, but again the men
nodded.

The major had said nothing, and she
had assumed he still slept. She looked at him, and his eyes were
open, regarding her with a curious expression of relief. It
surprised her at first, wondering what she could have done to
occasion such an emotion. She gazed back at him with a question in
her eyes, and then it dawned on her that what she had done through
this interminable afternoon had lifted some of the burden from his
own painful shoulders.

She surprised herself further by
resting her hand on his arm as he lay there, leaning close so no
one else could hear, and whispering in his ear. “Major Reed, I
truly think this is too much for you right now.”

He nodded, and she was chagrined to
see tears in his eyes, too. “I also think the men would feel better
if you returned to your own cot so you could rest.”

His reply was a long time coming,
and she feared she had overstepped her bounds with him. “You’re
right,” he said finally. His voice was so soft, she was compelled
to lean closer. “Miss Perkins, have you any idea how wonderful you
smell?”

Sir, you are a rascal, she thought,
amused that he would keep her so close just to breathe her
fragrance. “It is merely good milled soap, sir.”

“It is far more.”

He closed his eyes, and she
straightened up. She spoke to the one-eyed man,
“Sir ….”

“Corporal Davies, mum, not sir,” he
replied in a hurry, his cheeks flushed at her social
gaffe.

“Corporal, could you help me take
the major back to his own bed?”

“I am far away from my own bed,” he
commented a trifle breathlessly as the corporal and a private
helped him to sit up.

“Nonsense. You said you were
quartered in the lady chapel. I can see it from here,” Lydia
replied. The private paled under the major’s weight, and Lydia took
a good look at him. “Private, why did you not mention your own
wound? Do sit down.” She replaced the private’s shoulder with her
own, lifting up the major and draping his arm around her. Corporal
Davies took a firm grip on the other side, and they walked him
slowly down the aisle of silent men.

“I mean Northumberland, where I
live,” he managed to say as they walked him along. “Just beyond
Hadrian’s Wall.” He stopped, and they stopped. “Miss Perkins,
perhaps you would like it there.”

She laughed. “I doubt it! A place
where the sun never shines, sheets and blankets are always damp,
and where people eat oatmeal three times a day?”

He smiled at her as they started in
motion again. “I have a very good cook, and we only have oatmeal
twice a day! Corporal, what are you grinning at?”

“You, sir,” the man
replied.

“Insubordination,” Reed muttered,
and then said nothing more. The perspiration stood out on his
forehead, and Lydia knew how much this effort at nonchalance was
costing him.

They laid him down on his own bed,
and Corporal Davies went for the surgeon again, over his protests.
“I just need to sleep,” he insisted as she wiped his
face.

“And perhaps a small serving of
laudanum,” she added, pulling his blankets up to his shoulder. “To
go with your oatmeal.”

She sat beside him to await the
surgeon, noting how at some point during the afternoon, the sun had
gone down. How long have I been here? she thought in alarm. Surely
the coachman would have come in for me. She sighed. If Mama has
allowed him to return. Perhaps I am to be punished for not
accompanying Kitty home. She frowned, wondering how far she would
have to walk.

“Are you late to an engagement?” the
major asked.

Startled, she looked down at him. “I
thought you were sleeping.”

“With the fragrance of ‘good milled
soap’ so close?” he teased as he gritted his teeth against the
pain. The moment passed, and he stirred on his side so he could see
her better. “Miss Perkins, you had better let Corporal Davies
escort you home.”

“I think … at least I
hope … my coachman is outside.”

“If he is not, Corporal Davies will
see you home.” He turned his head toward the small table next to
the cot. “Find some coins there for a hackney.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Do it.”

As she scooped up a few coins, Lydia
decided that Major Reed was not someone to argue with. I suppose it
comes with command, she thought. “I will pay you back, sir,” she
said.

“Don’t talk twaddle. You have
already given me—my battery—more than we can ever
repay.”

She did not argue with him,
especially after he closed his eyes and the sweat sprang to his
forehead again. She knelt by him this time and dabbed at his face.
“I wish you would not talk, and for the Lord’s sake, do stay in
your bed tomorrow, and leave the Horse Guards alone, no matter how
stupid they are,” she murmured. “You are a serious trial, Major
Reed.”

He nodded, but he did not open his
eyes. Now you have worn yourself down to the nub, she thought, as
she sat by him again on the cot. Oh, where did the myth start that
officers are lazy and concerned with no one’s comfort but their
own? She fingered his hair, which was far too long. If I returned,
I could cut this quite nicely, she thought. Mama will never allow
my return, however.

She was sitting there, chin on hand,
staring at the marble slab that used to be the altar, when the
corporal returned with the surgeon. Quietly, she got up and turned
to go, but the major grabbed her skirt, holding her
there.

“Sir!” she protested.

“Come back tomorrow,” he said, and
it was a command. “Corporal Davies, either see her to her carriage
or see her home.”

“Aye, sir,” the corporal
said.

The major released her and without
looking back, she left him to the care of the surgeon. “Is he
always so … so peremptory?” she asked when they were out of
hearing.

The corporal shrugged, as if puzzled
by her question. “Miss Perkins, he is an officer. I believe they
are supposed to be that way.”

“With everyone?”

He grinned at her. “We’ve all been a
long time away, begging your pardon, mum.”

A long time away, she thought as she
looked around the chapel one more time. A pity more surgeons and
more comfortable quarters could not be found for the men who gave
so much.

There was no carriage waiting for
her outside, but she had not expected it. Her mother would likely
be in rare bad humor, and she would have no allies. Unconsciously
she stepped closer to the corporal.
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