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Prologue

1865

 



He broke out of the woods at a gallop and pulled up on the edge of a large field. Quickly he studied the terrain ahead and then cantered cautiously across the meadow towards the house that lay at its corner. Reaching the cover of an ivy-covered wall that fringed a formal garden, he spurred again, head down, along its warm red length, until he gained the shelter of a coppice. It was there that he met the soldier.

The infantryman was young and clearly near to exhaustion. His Confederate grey hardly seemed a uniform, so tattered was it, and the rifle slung across his back had hooked upon branches that had torn away as he ran through the undergrowth. He scarcely had breath to speak.

‘Thank God I’ve found you, Colonel. Message from General Lee, sir.’

‘What?’

‘The General says, sir, that the Yankees have captured the village ahead and that Grant is pourin’ in men to hold the ford. Sir, you are to take your regiment and mount a ’mediate attack across the river an’ move ’em all out.’

‘Do they have cannon?’

‘Yessir. Two batteries up on the top o’ the hill by the post office.’

The rider’s eyes narrowed as he weighed up his chances. If he made a frontal attack across the ford it would mean death for most of his command. From the hill the Northern guns could rake the crossing and the Yankees by now were probably entrenched in the gardens that flanked the main village road. Consequently they could add rifle fire to the cannonade from the hill. It would be a blood bath. But there was no other way across the river.

‘Can General Lee give me any more men?’

‘No, sir. General says you’ll have to do it without reinforcements. He can’t spare no men. But he says, sir, that he knows you can do it.’

‘Does he now.’ His thoughts ran ahead to consider the possibilities. Perhaps if he made a token attack at the ford, sufficient to keep the enemy occupied and draw his fire, he could take his main body of men across round Cooper’s Hill, down through Long Eaton and . . .

‘Simon. Simon. Where are you?’

The woman’s voice came from the big house. Reluctantly he walked out of the coppice so that he could be seen.

‘Yes, Mama. I’m here.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘Only playing, Mama.’

The boy bent down and pulled up his sock so that it met his knickerbockers and ran fingers through his hair. It was important not to be untidy.

‘Please come here immediately.’

Simon Fonthill, ten years old, brevet colonel in General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, obediently trotted across the  lawn to where his mother stood at the French windows. She was tall and her dress of purple brocade brushed the ground. Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun and her eyes, which now gazed upon her son without any obvious sign of warmth, were of light blue. The mouth was wide and the overall impression was one of directness, self-possession and honesty. Unlike the rebel soldier in the coppice, it was clear that she was not to be commanded.

‘I will not have you running around the grounds like a barbarian. What about your holiday composition?’

‘I have finished it, Mama. And Papa said that I could go and play as it was a sunny day.’

Mrs Fonthill frowned slightly at the mention of her husband. The frown deepened as she saw the slight tear in the knickerbockers where the hawthorn had done its best to slow the fast gallop through the wood.

‘You have torn your trousers. Go immediately to your room, take them off and give them to Sarah to be mended. You will not be having tea today. But . . .’ she called him back as he began to trudge indoors, ‘your father wishes you to have dinner with us tonight. We have guests from the regiment coming. Ask Sarah to fill a bath for you and make sure that you wash yourself thoroughly.’

‘Yes, Mama.’

The staircase was wide and balustraded sensuously in great curves. From one of these he had once single-handedly fought back a horde of Indian sepoy mutineers who had attempted to take the first floor in an attack from the kitchen. He climbed the stairs now, not as disconsolately as the loss of tea would normally have made him. To have dinner with his parents was rare, particularly if Papa was having fellow officers from the  regiment. Then, immediately, he felt that familiar surge in his stomach, that moment of breathlessness as though his heart had dropped a couple of inches and the rest of his body was trying to adjust; a second or two of sheer panic. Fear took him as he faced the prospect. He was being put on show. His father was parading him before his colleagues. Why? Was it because he wanted them to inspect him and report back? Did Papa think that he would not be good enough to go into the regiment?

At the top of the stairs he paused. It was here that he had wrestled with the last mutineer and killed him by plunging a penknife into his armpit. Simon attempted to rationalise the prospect ahead - to weigh the pros and cons. It was a system he had worked out when first his heart had dropped those inches, some years ago. Was it so bad? Perhaps his father just felt that he was now old enough to begin to have dinner properly with them in the evening. Or - happy, warming thought - was Papa becoming rather proud of him and wanted to show him off?

He walked to his room more lightly. But the doubts returned as he sat on the edge of his hard bed. Mama suspected. She had tried, so obviously, to inject courage the first time she had taught him to jump his pony in the paddock: ‘Dig in your heels and lift him, boy. Attack the jump. Go for it. No, no. The horse knows you’re frightened, so he’ll be frightened too. Simon, don’t be frightened.’


His eyes filled with tears at the memory and he bent his head to hide them from Sarah as she bustled in.

‘Come on, Master Simon,’ she urged. ‘Don’t sit around mopin’ like. Take them knickerbockers off and give ’un to me. They got to be mended. Get a move on. We’ve got to ’ave our bath yet. I’ve run it for you.’

Sarah was from Wiltshire and didn’t much approve of living in Brecon, on the Welsh Borders, which she regarded as being on the edge of Celtic barbarity. But she liked her work. There was not too much to do with only Major and Mrs Fonthill in the house and their only child Simon when on holiday from school. And she was fond of Simon. She liked his shyness and his air of uncertainty. They allowed her to hustle and pretend to bully and be in command. Which, as a rather plump housemaid of twenty-two, she was rarely able to do with other folk.

She looked sympathetically at Simon. ‘ ’Ere, you ain’t bin cryin’, ’ave you?’

Simon straightened up. ‘Of course not. Here, have the trousers. I must have my bath.’

He threw them on the bed and then discarded his shirt, under-vest, long drawers and woollen socks. He wound a huge towel round his thin body and walked along the landing to the new bathroom, whose plumbing was a source of much respect for Mrs Fonthill in the county. At the door, he whipped out a dagger from a fold in his burnous and plunged it into the breast of an Arab who lunged at him with a scimitar, before entering the steam-filled room.

It was hot, the water. Scalding hot, in fact. The bathroom was one of the first to be installed in the Borders and the temperature controls were erratic, to say the least. But it was a great luxury to have hot water piped right to the bath, without the fuss and inconvenience of bringing great saucepans of water from the copper in the scullery. Simon peered through the steam. More cold was needed, and he groped for the big handle with the C embossed on the hub. How much to pour? How to judge? Touch it, of course. He did so with his right forefinger. Excruciating.

The Pathan chief smiled at him from the corner of the room. ‘If you don’t tell us where your cavalry is camped,’ he purred, ‘then we will boil you very slowly. Your skin will peel.’ He gestured to two of his tribesmen, who appeared through the steam. ‘Never,’ said Simon. ‘Throw him in,’ said the Pathan.

A test. A test of courage. To see if he had . . . what was it the games master called it? Yes, grit. That was it. He would put his hand into the bath water before he added the cold. And he would hold it there to prove to himself that he was brave, that he was good enough to be a soldier, like his father and grandfather. Then he could face the officers downstairs at dinner. Face them knowing he was all right.

Simon knelt by the side of the great curved bath and put his hand into the steam. The water looked black and the steam made his face perspire. At least, he thought it was the steam. He held his hand just above the surface and tentatively dipped a fingertip into the water, and held it there for a second. Aaargh! The pain was immediate and he snatched his hand away. The Pathan chief was grinning. ‘No,’ the boy cried. ‘No. I can do it.’ Again he put the hand into the steam and lowered it to the water. And there it stayed, an inch above the surface, shaking as he willed himself to immerse it.

Slowly he sank back, his hand wet from the steam but not from the water. He had failed the test. Thankfully the Pathan had disappeared. There was only the boy to contemplate his failure.

He was a coward, without question. He would never make a soldier. He groped for the cold tap as the tears mingled with sweat on his cheeks.

Later, after the bath had worked its gentle, reviving magic,  the old rationality came to his help. The bath test had really been torture, hadn’t it? And good, brave soldiers often succumbed under torture. This was well known. You could be brave and give in when tortured. He had overheard his father relate how sepoys had done terrible things to captured English officers during the Mutiny. His spirits lifted further as he thought of his father. In India, Papa had won the Queen’s new medal for the bravest of the brave, the Victoria Cross. But he now refused to hunt, which meant that Mama rode out alone. Papa certainly could not be a coward, so it wasn’t the jumps that frightened him, although he didn’t like certain things. For instance, he hated thunder. Simon felt much better.

A murmur of voices from below indicated that the guests had arrived, and he tiptoed to the edge of the stairs to see. Beneath, the wide hall shone in the early evening spring sunlight. Indian rugs were scattered across the tiled floor, and the subcontinent’s influence was further marked by the tiger head mounted on the wall. Under it, tall shoots of pampas grass emerged erect as sentinels from matching terracotta urns. Opposite, two aspidistras squatted stoutly in porcelain vases, resting on twin tables whose mahogany had been polished until it gleamed.

Mrs Fonthill was at the door welcoming her guests. She looked handsome rather than pretty in her dinner gown, the black velvet showing off well her white skin and the pearls at her throat. Anyone who did not know her better would say that she was gently flirting with the two captains of the second regiment of the 24th Foot who smiled stiffly before her.

‘How very good of you to come,’ she said. ‘And how kind of the Colonel to spare you both from the depot. Who on earth will be left there to protect us from the Russians?’

The taller of the two took her hand and brushed it with his long moustaches. ‘Covington, B Company, ma’am. Have no fear. I think the Rooskies are too busy planning to take India from us to attack us at home right now.’

The sally brought polite laughter from them all and Simon, looking down, marvelled at how handsome the officers looked in their white and scarlet mess jackets and extravagantly tight blue trousers looped under their insteps. Mrs Fonthill gave her hand to the other captain and then walked them along the hallway.

‘It’s a pleasant evening, so do come through to the conservatory,’ she said. ‘Sarah will bring you sherry or whisky and George will be with you in a moment. He’s just gone to the wine cellar. Forgive me if I also leave you for just one minute. I need a word with Cook.’

They bowed as she turned away at the conservatory door. ‘Oh.’ She came back. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but our son will be joining us for dinner. I know it is slightly unusual - he’s only ten - but George, er, wants to bring him along a little. He won’t stay for coffee, of course.’

The officers bowed again and disappeared into the conservatory, followed by Sarah, blushing and anxious to please.

Simon crept quietly down the stairs, through the side door and out into the garden. He approached the conservatory treading softly, using all the training acquired during his years as a British spy on the North West Frontier, and was relieved to find a tall window open. The two Russian emissaries were speaking in low, guarded voices, but he could hear every word.

‘Fine woman, that,’ said the captain with the long moustaches.

His companion wore a monocle and ginger sideburns, which he had brushed forward in the approved style of the day. ‘I should say.’ He leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘To be frank, can’t quite see what she sees in a major on half-pay.’

‘Yes, particularly one who’s got a bit of a yeller streak.’

‘Oh I say, that’s goin’ a bit far, ain’t it? The feller did get a VC in the Mutiny.’

Covington tasted his sherry through the sieve of his moustaches. ‘But weren’t the circumstances a bit peculiar? I mean, he was knocked off his horse and, as far as I hear, flailed about him with his sabre like a madman in a blue funk. It was just a coincidence that his colonel was lyin’ nearby and a section came back to get ’em both. Everyone thought at first he had gone back for the CO, but he confessed later that he’d been knocked down. They gave him the medal almost straight away. But there were second thoughts afterwards. Couldn’t exactly take it off him, though, could they? Strange business.’

‘Ah. Is this why he’s known as Wobbly Fonthill?’

‘Quite. And because he’s given up ’untin’. They say he can’t take the fences any more. But a damned nice chap for all that. Just not cut out to be a soldier, perhaps. Not really, well, gutsy enough - and the men sense it. That’s why he’s on half-pay, I suppose. They live on her money, I think. She’s said to be quite ri—’

They were interrupted as Major Fonthill entered the room, apologetic and slightly flustered that his guests had arrived during his absence. Beneath the window outside, Simon lay down and silently buried his face in the long grass to hide the hot tears.




Chapter 1

1876

 



Simon Fonthill slowly drifted out of sleep and opened one eye and then the other. The whiteness was strong and dazzled him at first, so he closed his eyes again for a moment. Then, cautiously, he lifted his head from the pillow and looked around. He was alone in the room. He widened his gaze to take in the details. White, very white walls, unrelieved by pictures or any other form of decoration. One window with, in the distance, a glimpse of a green hill. Under the window a wooden table, with bowl and jug, white again, placed precisely on the table top. Another bed, empty, but the blankets severely squared above the three piled ‘biscuit’ mattresses. Beyond that a green painted wardrobe. Nothing else. He listened carefully. Not a sound.

He lowered his head back on to the pillow. The ache had gone now and so had that pervasive drowsiness that had slipped him in and out of sleep for . . . how long? He could not be sure. Blinking in the light - it must be midday or early afternoon - Simon looked on the table in vain for his timepiece. Perhaps it was in the wardrobe. He began to pull at the sheets and blankets which encased him, then thought better of it. Instead he called out.

‘Hello. Hello. Anyone there?’

The words came out little stronger than conversational in level, but they echoed through the emptiness of the room. Almost immediately, however, Simon heard the clump of army boots approaching along a corridor and then an orderly came through the door. He was crisp in white jacket above blue patrol trousers, and when he spoke his voice was redolent of Welsh valley and chapel.

‘Did you call, Mr Fonthill, sir? Good. You must be gettin’ better.’

‘Where exactly am I?’

‘Hospital, sir. Depot hospital.’

‘Is the regiment here?’

‘Marched out yesterday and sailed this morning, sir. For the Cape of South Africa, see, to fight the black Kaffirs there.’

Simon raised a hand to his head. ‘Ah yes. I remember now. So how long have I been here, then?’

The orderly sucked in his thick black moustache. ‘Ohh, about three days, I think it is, sir. An’ you lyin’ there, ’ardly stirrin’ so they didn’t know what was wrong with you, see.’ His voice rose gently at the end of each sentence, in that mellifluous Welsh intonation, as though every phrase conveyed soft indignation.

‘Yes. Yes. I think I had better see the doctor, if you can find him.’

The orderly munched his moustache. ‘I’ll see if Surgeon Major Reynolds is about, sir.’ He turned and crashed down the corridor.

Lying back on his pillow, Simon closed his eyes in reflection. So the regiment had sailed without him! Well, he supposed it was inevitable. It could hardly wait for a young subaltern to  regain his health and composure. When he was fit, would they send him on to the Cape? A special posting? He turned his head impatiently. This begged the question, would the regiment value him enough to take that sort of trouble with a second lieutenant?

Unseeingly, his gaze wandered over the ceiling as he reviewed his brief career. Sandhurst Military College, graduation and then posting, some eleven months ago, to the 1st Battalion of the 24th Regiment of Foot, his father’s old regiment, here at its depot at Brecon on the Welsh Borders. How had he performed? Well . . . he still couldn’t sit a horse with confidence, but he had enjoyed his regimental duties: leading his platoon on exercises in the hills, picket duty, firing on the range, evenings in the mess, the relationship with the men - everything but the damned riding. Now this. A setback, of course. How would it look on his record? The thought lay heavily on him as he drifted off again into a light sleep.

He was wakened by a firm hand lifting his wrist and the strong odour of tobacco. He opened his eyes and looked into the iron visage of Surgeon Major Reynolds a few inches away: a heavily bearded face with hard blue eyes and hair that swept back from the brow in firmly set grey waves.

The doctor stood silently for a moment, one hand taking Simon’s pulse, the other holding a watch. Eventually he transferred his gaze to Simon’s face. ‘Put your tongue out, boy.’

Simon did so, and half retched as a spatula rudely forced his tongue down. Then the doctor pulled down the lower lid of his right eye before the hand, rough to the skin, checked the temperature of his brow. Reynolds raised the spatula and held it before Simon’s gaze. ‘Follow this with your right eye as I move it,’ he commanded. Simon did so without difficulty.

‘Now the other eye.’ The exercise was completed.

The doctor sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘Well,’ he said, ill-humouredly, his voice more distantly echoing the Welshness of the orderly, ‘I’m damned if I know what’s wrong with you. As far as I can see, you’ve been unconscious for three days with only a slight temperature to show for it.’ He scowled down at Simon. ‘Seemed like a slight fever. Ever been in the East?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Never had typhoid or typhus? No fits in your family - epilepsy?’

‘Good lord, no, sir.’

‘You’ve never turned yellow - been diabetic?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Can you sit up - swing your legs over the side of the bed?’

‘I think so.’ Simon broke the restrictions of the tucked-in blankets and put his legs over the side of the bed. With the back of a penknife Reynolds tapped just below the kneecap of both legs in turn. Reactively, Simon’s feet swung.

‘Reflexes are fully back, anyway,’ murmured the doctor. ‘I’ve been sticking pins in you over the last three days and you’ve hardly moved, although . . .’ Reynolds spoke as though to himself, ‘you did shift a little.’ He looked at Simon. ‘How do you feel now?’

‘A bit weak. But all right, I think.’

‘Good.’ The Surgeon Major walked a few paces to the door and noticed the orderly standing quietly in the corner. ‘Don’t need you, soldier,’ he said curtly. ‘Get out of here.’

‘Sir.’ The orderly sprang to attention and marched out of the room. The doctor returned to the bed and pushed Simon back under the blankets.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘Your parents have been very concerned about you, of course, and I promised your father that I would let them know as soon as you surfaced. Do you feel strong enough to see them?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Very well. I will send a telegram to Major Fonthill right away.’ He looked down at his patient with a quick, puzzled frown. ‘You sure, boy, that you’ve never been in the East? India? The Malay States?’

Simon shook his head. ‘I’ve only been abroad twice. Both times to France.’

‘Um. Strange. Feel like food?’

‘Yes please, sir. In fact, I feel quite hungry.’

‘Do you now?’ One grey eyebrow was raised. ‘I’m not surprised after three days. Right. I’ll see to it.’ He turned and strode to the door.

‘Sir.’ Simon elbowed himself into a half-sitting position. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t really remember becoming ill. Could you tell me . . .’ His voice trailed away.

Reynolds came back to the bed. His face bore no expression and his voice was cold. ‘Very well. What do you remember?’

‘Being in the mess when the Adjutant came in and called us to attention and told us something about being posted abroad without delay, and then . . . I’m sorry, but I don’t remember anything else, except drifting in and out of sleep here. Sometimes I was half aware of people around me, but nothing else. It’s very strange.’

The doctor’s eyebrow rose again. ‘You’re damned right it’s strange.’

Simon sensed a pejorative note in Reynolds’s voice. There was no solicitude in his attitude. Simon felt himself colouring.

‘What do you mean, sir?’

Reynolds was silent for a moment. ‘Well, when the Adjutant announced the news that the 1st Battalion was being shipped in three days’ time, to handle an emergency with the black tribesmen of the Cape, you suddenly collapsed and became unconscious. Try as I might, I could neither revive you nor diagnose your illness. No sign of diabetes or poisoning - just a slight temperature, although you did not toss or turn. You just lay there, dammit, breathing steadily.’

He scratched fingers through a pepper-and-salt beard. ‘We asked your parents for help but they couldn’t enlighten us from your past medical history. Apart from being what they called “a sensitive, rather imaginative boy”,’ he emphasised the phrase heavily, ‘it seems you were fit enough, and certainly you’ve had no health problems while you’ve been with the battalion.’ He turned and walked to the door once more. ‘Now you’ve regained consciousness just after your regiment has embarked. One thing’s for sure, then, laddie - they’ve gone off without you.’ Then he was gone.

Simon sank back on to the pillow and heard the doctor’s quick step recede down the wooden-floored corridor, like the tap of a side-drum.

He looked out at the hill framed in the window. Surgeon Major Reynolds had a reputation as a hard man. He had gained glory as a young surgeon at Inkerman in 1854 when he had carried out twenty-four amputations in the rain under heavy Russian fire. Mess gossip had it that his perception of bravery was based on his memories of that day and of how his patients had borne the knife. Since then, malingerers had always received short shrift from him. Simon turned restlessly to the wall. Did the doctor think that he was malingering now?

The thought made him indignant. Well, damn the man! He would prove him wrong. Was he ill now? Let’s see. Slowly Simon raised first one leg and then the other, breaking loose the stern envelope of blanket and sheet that encased him. Nothing wrong there. He elbowed himself upright and cautiously pushed back the bedclothes and lowered one leg to the floor, then the other. For a moment he paused before transferring his weight and standing upright. This, he thought, is where I collapse again - but no, he could stand. Apart from that fuzzy feeling in the head, he felt quite fit and he easily retained his balance.

He was standing so, in his flannel nightgown, when the orderly entered, carrying a tray of porridge, tea and bread and butter.

‘Oh, I think you’d be better back in bed, sir,’ he said, his eyebrows raised solicitously. ‘You bin out for a long time, look you, and you must get your strength back before you start marchin’ about again. The doctor says you shouldn’t eat anything too ’eavy to start with. Mind you,’ he sniffed, ‘eat this an’ you won’t be able to get out of the cot.’

Simon smiled and looked more closely at the po-faced orderly. He realised that the big moustache dressed the bright, lively countenance of a man not much older than himself - perhaps three or four years. Dark eyes and thick black hair revealed the Welshness and the upright bearing betrayed a few years’ service, at least. The Welshman was short, about five inches shorter than Simon’s five feet nine inches, but he was extremely thick-set and the powerful shoulders made him seem almost as wide as he was tall.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Jenkins, sir, 352 Jenkins.’

‘I don’t want to know your damned number.’

‘Beggin’ your pardon, but you do, sir. See, there are seven Jenkinses in the depot holding company. We ’ave to use our last three to sort us out, look you.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Simon climbed back on to the hard bed and regarded the orderly with interest. Band boys or civilians usually did the medical orderly duties. What was this bright-eyed, obviously fit soldier doing in the depot hospital?

‘Did you volunteer for this work? What’s your regiment?’

Jenkins’s face showed surprise at the question. ‘The 24th, o’ course, sir. Same as you. An’ your battalion, too.’

Simon took a mouthful of porridge. Jenkins was right. It was awful. He grimaced. ‘I don’t remember seeing you before. What the devil are you doing here on hospital duty?’

For the first time the confident Jenkins looked slightly disconcerted. ‘Ah well, sir. I got busted is the truth of it, see.’ He pushed a rueful finger into his ear. ‘I was a corporal but I had just a drink or two and lost me stripes. But it was me ’ittin’ a colour sergeant which really did it, look you an’ I’ve bin in detention in Aldershot for a year, until yesterday. The regiment was all packed up and it was too late to take me, so they’ve stuck me in ’ere. Nobody seems to know what to do with me, see.’ The brown face broke into a grin.

Simon tried not to grin back but failed. Aldershot meant the army’s new central detention centre, gaining fame already as ‘the Glasshouse’, because of its glass-fronted design. It was also feared as a hell-hole.

‘Serves you right,’ he said. ‘Hit a senior NCO, did you? Lucky you weren’t flogged.’

‘Ah, no, sir. They stopped that six years ago, look you, except for offences committed on active service, an’ then you  can only get fifty lashes, and I weren’t on active service, see, though it’s true I was actively ’ittin’ Colour Sergeant Cole.’

‘That’s enough - and don’t lecture me on army law.’ Simon tried another mouthful of the gruesome porridge. The orderly, quite unabashed by the rebuke, looked on interestedly. He showed no sign of wishing to leave. ‘How do you know so much about Queen’s Regulations anyhow?’

Private Jenkins’s face lit up. ‘I’ve bin studyin’ for my certificate, see.’

Simon allowed himself to look puzzled. He had known about the reform of flogging, although not about the fifty lashes limit. There was more to this young soldier than met the eye. ‘Certificate. What certificate?’

‘It’s the Army Certificate of Education, see,’ said Jenkins proudly. ‘It’s not that I couldn’t read, though . . .’ his face screwed into a frown, ‘sometimes I ’ad a bit of trouble with the big words, so I started about three years ago. I was doin’ quite well till I was busted, like, but at the end of my time at Aldershot they let me ’ave a few books and a bit of candle to read by at night. There wasn’t much time during the day, see.’

Simon smiled. ‘I am sure there wasn’t. Not in the Glasshouse. Bad, was it?’

The black eyes sparkled. ‘Could ’ave bin worse, sir. Better than ’ome, anyhow.’

‘All right. That will be all, Jenkins.’

‘Sir.’ The orderly crashed to attention, spun smartly - perhaps a little too ostentatiously - and marched to the door.

‘I suppose,’ Simon called after him, ‘that we are both rather in the same boat now.’

‘That’s just what I was thinkin’, sir,’ said Jenkins, beaming.

And he strode purposefully down the corridor, the thump of his boots echoing back into the room.

The porridge, heavy as it was, made Simon realise how hungry he had been. He lay back on the bed and tried to order his thoughts once again. What now? He had never collapsed before. Would it happen again, whenever he was presented with something . . . disconcerting? Was it the old complaint of childhood which he thought he had overcome years ago? Or was there some recent event which had weakened him? No. Regimental life had been uneventful. True, he had taken a fall from his horse out on the Beacons a few weeks ago which had knocked him out temporarily. But, apart from a brief headache, there had been no bad after-effects. Far more uncomfortable had been the dinner party his parents had given at their house just outside Brecon for their old friends and neighbours the Griffiths. The visitors had brought their twenty-year-old daughter. Her manner had been restrained and somehow hostile. Perhaps she resented what might have seemed to be match-making by his mother. Perish the thought! But his mind was wandering, and after a few moments more of disjointed speculation, he slipped back into sleep.

A diffident knock on the door woke him. He knew the visitor’s identity immediately and he smiled that, while others announced their arrival up that corridor like a battalion on the march, his father was able to arrive so quietly.

Major George Fonthill entered and stood at the door smiling at his son. His hair was now grey but it remained plentiful and he wore it long, so that it curled around his collar. His brown eyes were set widely apart and his mouth was full, giving his face an open, even ingenuous look. He wore a frock coat and carried a top hat. Only the erect posture betrayed an ex-soldier.

He approached the bed. ‘My dear boy, I am so glad that you are feeling better.’

Simon struggled upright. ‘Papa. How good of you to come.’

Rather self-consciously, the two shook hands. It was clear that they were father and son. Simon’s brown eyes carried the same half-hidden look of uncertainty and his face had a similar open roundness, although the son had inherited his mother’s firm mouth and squareness of jaw. The fact that father and son were both unfashionably clean-shaven marked further their resemblance.

‘Mama is not with you?’

‘No.’ Major Fonthill smiled shyly, as though sharing a confidence. ‘She is, of course, out riding, although the hunting season has finished, thank goodness. Reynolds’s telegram came after she had left, so I pencilled her a note and came straight away. Had to take the dog cart. But never mind about that. How do you feel now?’

‘Quite well, really. Still a bit weak and not exactly topping, but much better. In fact, I feel a bit of a fraud.’

They smiled at each other awkwardly. Simon looked hard into his father’s face. Did he suspect him of . . . of deliberately avoiding the draft? It was not the sort of thing he would normally discuss with him. The few deeply felt matters that had arisen over the years had always lain unspoken between them. Simon decided to grasp the nettle: ‘Father, what have they told you about my illness? About how it happened and all that?’

Major Fonthill frowned. ‘Not much really. It all seemed rather peculiar. Reynolds at first thought you had contracted malaria or something like that, but you have never been to the tropics, and although I caught the thing out in India, I  understand that it is not hereditary. Anyway, it seems that you have not shown symptoms of high fever.’

The Major leaned forward in his chair. ‘I am afraid that you have missed the show out in the Cape, because they immediately posted one of the subalterns from the 2nd Battalion to fill the gap. I am so sorry, my boy. It’s very bad luck.’ Then his face brightened. ‘But the most important thing is that you seem to have got through the worst now and whatever it is that hit you has receded. I would say that you will be up and about soon. I expect that they will gazette you now to the 2nd, who are in Warwick but who are expected back here to do depot duty for a while.’

As he spoke, the Major’s face reflected the meaning of the words, like the sun reappearing from behind a cloud. Simon thought - not for the first time - that his father would probably find it impossible to dissemble, even if his life depended upon it. He decided to test him.

‘Are they gossiping about me here in the depot?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘Was there talk in the regiment before it embarked?’

Major Fonthill’s smile disappeared but he held his son’s gaze. ‘Yes, I believe that some scuttlebutt nonsense was begun, but the senior officers soon stamped it out. You know what a mess can be like.’

Simon swallowed. ‘Yes, but did they say that I was a coward and that I faked this illness to avoid being posted abroad and going on active service?’

The Major shifted slightly in his chair. ‘I doubt it, and if they did, no one would really have believed it, you know. A bit of idle speculation, nothing more.’ The older man’s face lightened again. ‘Anyway, by jove, it would have taken some  consummate acting by you to carry the thing through for three days, eh? What?’ He chortled. ‘You always were a bit of a fantasist as a boy, but, really . . .’

Simon pushed himself further upright. ‘Father, I cannot understand why I collapsed. I don’t remember feeling ill at all before the Adjutant came into the room.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘Could it have been that I was suddenly so frightened by the thought of having to fight the Kaffirs that I collapsed - in fear?’

In his straightforward way the Major considered the question. ‘Never heard of such a thing in my time in the service,’ he said. ‘Cowardice is usually expressed in a different sort of way. Chaps sometimes get into a blue funk and, er, shout a bit. But I have never heard of someone actually folding up, so to speak, without a word.’

Slowly he turned his head and gazed out of the window. ‘But then fear takes many different forms. I am sure that we are all afraid in our lives - probably many, many times.’ His voice dropped a little. ‘But soldiers are all so well trained that they rarely show it. Fear is a perfectly natural emotion and I think that it might be better, sometimes, if we recognised it occasionally, rather than, well, bottling it up. Perhaps we should face it openly and even, perhaps, give into it sometimes if we really must.’ He looked round in sudden embarrassment. ‘Not, that is, if we let the side down by doing so. That would be reprehensible. One must recognise one’s responsibilities to one’s fellows, of course.’

‘Of course.’ Simon nodded and carefully studied his father’s features. Was he - could he have been - about to admit that he himself had been afraid in the past? Was this why he had given up hunting? Would it be offensive to ask? He and his father had  never discussed anything of a particularly profound nature. Their closeness had been intuitive and whatever empathy lay between them had never been acknowledged formally. It was difficult, now, to be personal. But Simon resolved to try. ‘Papa,’ he began.

Major Fonthill held out a hand and rose to his feet. ‘I think we have talked enough for the moment, Simon. I have been warned not to tire you. But I shall be back with your mother as soon as we are allowed.’ He proffered his hand. ‘Goodbye, my boy.’

‘Goodbye, Father.’

 



The next few days passed as slowly as they do only when boredom and inactivity predominate. Simon’s strength returned quickly and both parents came to see him, observing a studied informality - although his mother, grey-haired now but as handsome as ever, could not contain herself for long.

‘What made you ill, Simon?’

‘I am sorry, Mama. No one seems to know.’

‘Don’t be silly, dear boy.’ She smoothed the folds of her linen day dress with a controlled movement. ‘The doctors surely must have some idea.’

Simon felt trapped on the bed, like a butterfly being dissected. ‘I am sorry, Mother, but they don’t. Surgeon Reynolds says that he could understand it if I had picked up some kind of malarial infection in the East, but as you know, I have never been there.’ He laughed uneasily. ‘Perhaps it was just a case of too much port in the mess.’

His mother arched an eyebrow. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Men don’t lie unconscious for several days because they have had too much port. I want to know—’

She was interrupted by a firm knock on the door. Jenkins entered and coughed apologetically.

‘Sorry to interrupt, sir, but there’s a message from Surgeon Major Reynolds.’

‘Yes, Jenkins.’

‘Just to say, sir, that he is anxious that your visitors don’t stay too long and, er, make you excited, see.’

Major and Mrs Fonthill swung round in surprise. The Major examined the orderly, who returned his gaze with an air of huge innocence. ‘But we’ve only just arrived, man.’

‘Ah yes, sir. But Mr Fonthill’s still under strict observance, er, observation, see. His temperature is very, sort of, delicate, isn’t it.’

The Major shrugged his shoulders. ‘Oh, very well. We shall be back on Friday, Simon. Perhaps you will feel better then.’

Simon struggled up. ‘But I feel all right . . . Oh well, yes, of course. Thank you both for coming.’

His mother brushed his forehead with her lips and both parents took their leave, Mrs Fonthill completely ignoring Jenkins, who stood aside deferentially, coming to attention as the Major nodded to him.

As their footsteps sounded down that echoing corridor, Jenkins made to follow them.

‘Oh no you don’t, Jenkins.’ Simon swung his feet to the floor. ‘You were listening at the door, weren’t you?’

The little Welshman drew himself up and seemed, in the process, to grow wider by the foot. ‘Me, sir? No, never. I got something better to do than snoop at keyholes, Mr Fonthill sir.’

‘Right, then. Fetch me Surgeon Major Reynolds.’

Jenkins looked stoically at the wall behind Simon’s right ear. ‘Can’t do that, sir. ’E’s gone ’untin’.’

Wearily, Simon climbed back on to the bed. ‘No he hasn’t. The hunting season is over. Get out of here, Jenkins, you confounded scoundrel.’

‘Ah, very good, sir.’

Within seven days, Surgeon Major Reynolds’s patience failed him and he gave up the quest for the cause of Simon’s collapse. The subaltern was allowed to return home to complete his convalescence in the warm redbrick house on the Brecon hills. The spring weather was sunny and unseasonally dry. Simon began walking and then riding again in the Beacons, and Sarah continued to fuss over him, but no further mention was made of his illness. He was informed that he had been granted a month’s leave and that the matter of his future was being considered by the Duke of Cambridge’s staff at Horse Guards in London. Major Fonthill saw little of his son, his days taken up with the running of the small estate which surrounded the house. His mother, however, often took tea with him in the garden to rehearse on him her Whiggish attacks on the Disraeli government. The days passed slowly for Simon.

The invitation to dine at neighbours’, then, was almost a relief. It was a return match for the occasion when the Griffith family had dined at the Fonthills’, just before Simon’s collapse. Brigadier Griffith had retired from the 24th Regiment at roughly the same time as Major Fonthill, although, unlike Fonthill, he had spent no time on half-pay. The two soldiers had served together in India and had established a comradeship there that had endured, despite Griffith’s bluff lack of any intellectual interests and his inability to understand why his friend refused now to hunt. The chase and fly fishing in the nearby stony, gin-clear river dominated the lives of Brigadier  and Mrs Griffith - that and the welfare of their only child, Alice.

The fact that both parents had single children, unusual for a time when families often numbered ten or more, also gave the Griffiths and the Fonthills a commonality. The matter was never discussed, of course, but it was apparent that both mothers had had particularly difficult confinements and that their husbands - again out of step with the times - had decided to make no further demands on them. Simon and Alice, however, had had no childhood friendship nor incipient romance. The Griffiths had only moved to the Borders three years ago and Alice had been away at school and Simon at Sandhurst or serving in the regiment for most of that time. Their first opportunity to talk, in fact, had occurred only six weeks before, at the Fonthills’ dinner table. It had been a stilted affair and it was with mixed feelings, then, that Simon now contemplated the dinner engagement. It would be a chance to get out of the house, although he had no intention of dancing attendance on Alice Griffith all evening.

They rode the five miles to the Griffiths’ home in an open carriage, so clement was the weather. Charlotte Fonthill sat bolt upright, tightly waisted in her favourite blue, with indigo pendant earrings framing her jaw line and gently swinging in rhythm to the rocking of the landau. Her husband and son, elegant in cutaway tails, faced her, leaning on their sticks, each lost in his thoughts. Far away a cuckoo celebrated the new summer, and to the left, flickering through the green brush-wood, the River Wye gleamed below as it looped and twisted to accommodate the hill. The air was softened by new foliage that thrust forward everywhere. It was an evening of quiet gentleness and promise.

‘Damn the Russians,’ Mrs Fonthill suddenly exploded. ‘They’ll have India if we’re not careful.’

Major Fonthill gave a sigh. ‘I suggest, my dear, that we let the Government take care of India, just for tonight.’

Mrs Fonthill snorted but relapsed into silence and Simon and his father secretly exchanged half-smiles. Eventually they breasted a rise and Chilwood Manor appeared below them, nestling greyly against the green hill behind it. Brigadier Griffith welcomed them at the door and soon all was a bustle of greetings and divestment of coats and capes. Alice did not join her parents in the entrance hall but waited in the drawing room. As he entered, Simon saw a sturdy, fair-haired young woman, dressed in grey taffeta cut away at the shoulders to reveal a startlingly white décolletage. As far as he could tell, no cosmetics had been applied either to bosom or to the even-featured face, which was dominated by high cheekbones and steady eyes, as grey as the dress. Alice Griffith was not formally pretty - she was, perhaps, too strongly featured in that her jaw line was as firm as Simon’s - but she was, Simon had to admit, looking attractive in the evening sunlight that filtered through the stone-framed windows.

‘Good evening, Mr Fonthill,’ said Alice, advancing, her hand extended, towards Simon. She saw before her a young man of medium height and slim build, with hair almost as fair as her own and with brown eyes set in an open, pleasant face. The eyes, however, did not hold hers and they quickly looked away as he took her white-gloved hand. ‘I was so sorry,’ she continued, ‘to hear that you had been ill and I do hope that you are feeling better.’

Simon bowed low over her hand and then addressed the curtains behind her right shoulder. ‘Thank you. I have recovered  remarkably quickly and feel rather a charlatan now. I ought to be back with my regiment.’

The Brigadier bustled over. He had his daughter’s directness of approach but towered over them both. ‘Sorry to hear about all that, my boy,’ he said, beckoning the footman to bring champagne. ‘It must have been wretched to have missed the Cape boat.’

Simon fixed his gaze on the Brigadier’s loosely knotted white tie. ‘Oh, it was, sir. It was.’

‘Any news of the Kaffir business?’

‘Too early, sir. They may not even have landed yet.’

‘Dashed bad luck for you. What exactly was the trouble?’

Simon looked desperately round the room. His father and mother were conversing with Mrs Griffith and the two other guests, the Reverend and Mrs Nathanial Harwood, before the elegant white fireplace. Glasses had just been filled so there was no rescue from the footman. He caught Alice’s eye.

‘Papa,’ she said quickly, ‘if I may say so, I do think it is rather unhelpful to ask a person about his illness when he is still trying to leave it behind him. I believe that we should talk to Mr Fonthill about other things. Even, if you must, the army.’ And she gave them both a wide smile, revealing even white teeth.

Simon gave the girl a half-bow in acknowledgement and allowed himself a quick glance at her eyes. Was there just a hint of mischief behind that charming smile?

Dinner was grand by Brecon county standards. The Brigadier had inherited money and his farm tenants were adding to it quite acceptably. The rays of the late evening sun through the long window reflected in both the table silver and the rich mahogany. The leek soup was followed by poached halibut and  then woodcock, served on great slabs of toasted bread soaked in brown gravy, which gave way, in turn, to a rack of Welsh lamb. The fare was rich and substantial, if not exactly elegantly served. Inevitably, Simon was placed next to Alice, but he contrived to spend most of his time talking to Mrs Harwood, on his left. Nevertheless, the table was small enough for them all to engage in general discussion which eventually, to Mrs Fonthill’s delight, centred on the Russian threat to India.

Alice disconcerted the guests by cogently arguing - in the face of general opinion to the contrary around the table - against invading Afghanistan and so establishing a forward position in defence of India. Her articulate command of the military and political detail of the case clearly did not meet with the full approval of her parents who, Simon surmised, felt a little embarrassed at their daughter’s domination of a debate more suitably conducted by men. It also surprised and rather daunted Simon, who remained silent, even when the argument - now rather one-sided - continued among the men after the ladies had retired to the drawing room.

Eventually the men rejoined the ladies and found Mrs Fonthill resisting bridge and arguing that good conversation was the best possible form of after-dinner entertainment. Avoiding direct disagreement, Mrs Griffith suggested that the company might first care to hear Alice play and sing. It was a clear attempt to reassure the guests that, despite her precocity, her daughter did possess more feminine accomplishments, and the gathering accepted the offer with polite acclamation. Simon noted that Alice showed no disinclination to perform and that she walked to the piano without hesitation.

She played with confidence but no obvious charm, accompanying herself in ‘Where’er You Walk’ and demonstrating a  clear, strong voice without discernible vibrato. Her encore was a light piece from a current musical operetta. She sang it with style and a jauntiness which, once again, sat rather inappropriately on her young, provincial shoulders.

Leading the applause, which, Simon noted, was perhaps less than fulsome, Mrs Griffith rose to her feet. ‘Charming, my dear,’ she said. And then, with an almost desperate glance at the window, ‘Now, why don’t you show Simon the topiary before the light goes?’

Simon’s heart sank and he looked with consternation at Alice. Again she surprised him. ‘Of course, Mama,’ she said and smiled at Simon. They left the room in an awkward silence.

The topiary was a monument to Mrs Griffith’s determination and the skill and application of three gardeners. Silhouetted against the waning sun, green peacocks preened, lions crouched and pyramids pointed to the early stars.

Alice led him to the heart of it all and stopped. ‘Well, what do you think of it?’ she asked.

‘Think of what?’

‘The topiary.’

Simon looked about him in misery. ‘It’s . . . it’s . . . very well done, isn’t it?’

Alice scowled. ‘No it isn’t. I hate the bloody things.’

Simon’s jaw dropped - as much at her intensity as her barrack-room language.

‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘I didn’t want to show you this. I wanted to talk to you. I felt it was time we spoke.’

‘Er, yes, of course.’

Alice stood quite close and gazed at him earnestly. She was flushing slightly and Simon felt that, in the fast-deepening twilight, she looked almost pretty.

‘You know what’s happening, don’t you?’ she demanded.

‘Yes. Well, no. I . . . ah . . . am not quite sure that I do exactly.’

‘Of course you do. They are trying to get us together.’ Now she was frowning and she put her hand on his arm in emphasis. ‘For some reason - and I suppose it is because our fathers are such good friends - our parents want us to get to know each other better so that . . .’ she paused and blushed again, ‘we will eventually fall in love and want to get married.’

Simon took a slightly alarmed half-step backwards. ‘Ah. Yes. I see.’

Alice stamped her foot. ‘Well, I hope you do. It is a terrible thing to do to two people. Why should I want to marry you one day just because my father served in the army with yours? It is intolerable. In any case, I don’t wish to get married - probably ever. Do you?’

‘Well, I don’t know. Probably not. Not for a long time, anyway.’

‘And you don’t love me?’

‘Er, well, as a matter of fact, I don’t think I do. I’m terribly sorry.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes . . . ah, that is, I think so. No. I am quite sure, thank you.’

‘Good. How splendid.’

Despite her frown, the relief in Alice’s face was luminous and they stood looking at each other, standing as close as lovers and gazing seriously into each other’s eyes. It was Simon who first began to laugh, suddenly sensing not only the incongruity of the situation, but a great feeling of freedom, too. His laugh was infectious and Alice threw back her head and joined in.

Together they stood wheezing hilariously as the sun finally slipped beneath a Brecon peak and the topiary’s shadows enclosed them.

‘That’s settled, then,’ said Alice, taking a small lace-frilled handkerchief from her bag and wiping her eyes. ‘I am so glad. This means that we can be friends - good friends, like our fathers. Doesn’t it?’

Again that solemn, earnest look had settled on her face. Simon smiled at her. ‘Of course it does,’ he reassured. ‘In fact, I would like that. Perhaps we can help each other.’

 



Four days after the Griffiths’ dinner party, Simon received a telegram ordering him to report to Brecon Barracks in three days’ time for, firstly, examination by Surgeon Major Reynolds and then interview with Lieutenant Colonel R. Covington, Commanding Officer of the 2nd Battalion, 24th Regiment of Foot.

‘Covington,’ mused Major Fonthill that evening at dinner. ‘Yes. Never did know him very well, though I believe he was an ensign when I commanded a company. Strong fellow. Quite opinionated and not exactly subtle, I fear. But a stout enough soldier. Only just got command of the 2nd, I believe.’ He turned to his wife. ‘Didn’t we have him to dinner, years ago?’

Mrs Fonthill looked vague. ‘I’m afraid I can’t remember, George. There were so many.’

‘I believe that I remember him, Papa,’ said Simon, looking ten years back to a small boy lying on the grass beneath a window. ‘Big man with large moustaches?’

‘That’s the fellow. Not terribly bright, as I remember, but he’s done well to get a command.’

For the appointment, Simon rode the ten miles to Brecon on his mother’s best hunter. He felt the need to appear as soldierly as possible. Although the 24th was not a cavalry regiment - indeed, it was an infantry unit of some seniority, having been raised as long ago as 1689 - good horsemanship was a prime requirement for all officers. Throughout his short army career Simon had shown himself to be a good, even promising officer in most departments, distinguishing himself at languages, topography, military history, field tactics, fencing, marksmanship and mathematics at Sandhurst and displaying excellent man management as a platoon commander on appointment to the 1st Battalion. Equestrian skills, however, escaped him - to the continuing disgust of his mother and the mild amusement of his father. When he cantered between the stone pillars of the entrance to Brecon Barracks, then, he did so just a trifle gingerly.

The examination by Reynolds took little time. Without saying a word, the old doctor tapped his chest, recorded his temperature and repeated the eye and reflex exercises.

‘Feel all right, then?’ he asked eventually.

‘Fine, sir.’

‘Can you take up your duties again?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The seamed face of Reynolds came within inches of Simon’s. ‘Yes, but do you want to - even if it means a posting abroad?’

‘Of course, sir.’

The doctor looked at him expressionlessly for a moment, then turned and scribbled something on a white form.

‘Here. I am passing you fit for duty. Don’t you go collapsing again. Now go and see the Colonel.’

 



Shako helmet under his arm, left hand rigidly clasping his sword close to the blue line down his trousers, Simon stamped to attention before the grand mahogany desk behind which sat Lieutenant Colonel Covington. The Colonel took his time looking up and then examined the young officer languidly.

‘At ease. You’re Wobbly Fonthill’s son, aren’t you?’

‘Sir? My father is Major George Fonthill VC, formerly of this regiment.’

‘Yerse . . . Wobbly Fonthill. Yerse . . . I seem to remember dining at your house once. How is your father?’

‘Very well, thank you, sir. He sends his regards to you.’

‘Yerse, well. Please return them.’ The Colonel stood up. The decade since he and Simon had last met had thickened his body, taking away a little of the elegance which had so distinguished the young captain. But the moustaches remained magnificent and the acquired bulk made him appear more formidable, less of a dandy and more a purposeful man of authority. The eyes were cold, however, and his tone remained languid and quite unfriendly. He walked slowly round Simon, a piece of paper in his hand.

‘This means, I presume, that you are a gentleman’s son?’ He waved the paper.

‘I don’t, er, quite understand. But yes, of course, sir.’

‘You don’t understand and, well, neither do I. Why didn’t you purchase your commission like a gentleman has always done?’

‘Because, sir, as you may remember, the Cardwell Act abolished purchasing four years ago. I came in through Sandhurst after passing the army examination.’

‘Ah yes, of course. You came in through school. I was forgetting.’ The voice was soft and almost caressing. ‘Had no trouble meeting your mess bills, I trust?’

For a moment, the direction of the Colonel’s questions puzzled him. Then he understood. The Cardwell reform had raised a fear among serving officers that ‘undesirable’ lower-class officers would be afforded easy entry to the army, so lowering standards and even producing economic hardship among the new entrants. A second lieutenant’s pay was only five shillings and threepence a day, which in some regiments hardly covered mess bills. Simon, however, received a personal allowance from his father to supplement his pay.

‘Certainly not, sir.’

‘Good. Good. Well, the army command at the Horse Guards want me to take you in the 2nd Battalion. I have to tell you that I’m damned reluctant to do so.’

‘Sir?’

‘You ought to be at the Cape with your own battalion, not here on depot duty.’

‘I . . . I was ill, sir.’

‘Were you now? Any complaint that I know of?’

‘I am not aware of the nature of the illness, Colonel, but I believe it was some sort of fever. No doubt Surgeon Major Reynolds can enlighten you.’

‘You know damn well that he can’t.’ The words came like a whiplash, directed at Simon from behind, a few inches from his right ear, all languid disinterest gone. ‘I believe, Fonthill, that you are a malingerer and that you affected some kind of illness to avoid active service.’

The accusation struck Simon like a blow. The force of the words, their proximity - he felt a tiny particle of Covington’s  saliva fall on his cheek - and precision, each syllable articulated with cutting care, made him flinch. His mind recoiled for a second and then indignation flooded in. He sprang to attention. ‘That is quite untrue. I deny it and resent the insult. If you were my rank I would call you out - sir.’

‘Well I’m not and you can’t. Duelling is banned, as well you know.’

The Colonel walked casually back to his desk and sat down. He picked up a pen and idly tapped it on his fingernail. ‘As I say, the powers-that-be have posted you to my battalion. You will have to serve with me if you want to stay in the 24th.’ He leaned forward. ‘The choice is yours. If you serve under me I shall drive you all the time. I shall see that no imputation of cowardice is levelled against you in the mess or anywhere else - that would spread unrest and I will not have any divergence away from our duty here. But you will have to prove yourself constantly. There will be no respite.

‘Or, of course,’ he sat back and balanced the chair on its back legs, one shining boot thrust on to the edge of the desk, ‘you could apply for a transfer to another regiment. Or just resign your commission. As I say, the choice is yours. But you must make it now.’

Simon remained stiffly at attention, staring straight ahead. ‘I need no time for consideration, sir. The 24th was the regiment of my father and of my grandfather. I wish to remain in it. I shall therefore serve under you.’

‘Very well. Reynolds tells me that you seem to be fit. Report here tomorrow morning at six o’clock. You will be Officer of the Day. I shall inspect you personally before you go on duty. Good day.’

‘Sir.’ Simon wheeled and marched from the room, his mind  in such a turmoil that he had to be reminded by the Guard Sergeant to replace his shako before stepping out on to the parade ground. So the accusation had been made at last! In some ways it was a relief, in that it was better spoken than left to innuendo and gossip. Nevertheless, the shock was severe, like a hot iron pressed to the skin. He marched, erect, round the periphery of the parade square with no sense of direction or destination as his brain grappled with the situation. He had replied instinctively to the Colonel’s challenge - and that was what it was, a deliberate provocation. Perhaps it would have been better to resign. Life with Covington was not going to be easy. But resignation would have been an admission of guilt, and he was never going to do that. In fact, he would do nothing to give that bastard pleasure . . .

‘Mr Fonthill, sir.’ His reverie was interrupted by a small, very thick-set soldier, dressed in blue patrols, who stepped into his path and offered a smart salute.

‘Good to see you recovered, then, sir.’ Simon frowned and concentrated on the dark brown face and wide moustache. The twinkle in the black eyes reminded him. ‘Ah, Jenkins 352, isn’t it?’

‘The very same, sir. Glad to hear that you are joining the 2nd then.’

‘How on earth did you know that?’

‘Friend in the orderly room, see. I’ve been posted to the 2nd Battalion myself, so I’m out of the hospital now.’

‘So I see. Well, good luck to you, Jenkins.’

Simon made to move on but the Welshman barred his way. ‘Permission to make a request, sir,’ he said, straightening his back and bristling to attention, so that his huge moustache made him look like an up-ended broom.

Simon looked at him quizzically. ‘Request away, but I warn you, Jenkins, that I have no influence here.’

‘No, sir. But you will be needin’ a servant, isn’t it? As an ex-NCO I don’t fancy goin’ back into the line. I’m lookin’ for a change, see, and this would suit me perfectly, if you would ’ave me. And sir,’ his black eyes looked directly into Simon’s, ‘from what I ’ear, you’ll be needin’ someone with a bit of experience like to look after you. And I am experienced and I will look after you.’

The two men regarded each other in silence for a moment. ‘Thank you, Jenkins,’ said Simon. ‘You can be my servant. But I don’t want a nanny, because I can look after myself in most things. Tell your colour sergeant that I have requested you.’

A smile split the brown face.

‘But Jenkins . . .’

‘Sir?’

‘Don’t hit him.’

‘Oh no, sir. At least, not yet, sir.’

Private Jenkins saluted, rendered a perfect about-turn and marched away. Simon Fonthill watched him go, and somehow felt considerably better.




Chapter 2

1878

 



Jenkins entered the small room in the darkness, put down two mugs and fumbled to light a candle. He turned to the sleeping form on the wooden-framed bed and shook him. ‘It’s twenty before six, it’s cold enough to freeze your armpits, here’s your tea and I’m late wakin’ you, so please ’urry.’

Simon sat up immediately and seized the tea mug. ‘Why are you late?’

‘Well, you’re not the only one they’re chasing, look you. Colour Sergeant gave me an hour in the cookhouse from half past four because they’re very short of ’ands in there, or so ’e says.’

Simon dipped a shaving brush into the other mug and quickly lathered his face, barely covering it with soap before scraping it away with his cut-throat razor. ‘Why did he pick on you? Didn’t you do cookhouse duty last week?’

Jenkins’s teeth flashed in the gloom. ‘P’raps it’s because I’m the prettiest.’

‘Don’t be so damned flippant.’

‘What is flippant, then?’

‘It’s what you’re being now.’ Simon hurriedly wiped his face. ‘Quick, hand me my boots.’

Jenkins crouched down and offered one gleaming riding boot and then pushed from the heel as Simon slipped his toes into it. ‘No,’ he said, looking up, ‘what is flippant, then?’

‘Oh, to hell with you and your certificate, 352. It means, er, trying superficially to be amusing. Quick, the other boot.’

‘Well,’ said Jenkins, performing the same service for the other foot, ‘I don’t know about bein’ flippant, see, but you can talk, sir. They’ve made you do two picket duties already this week and now you’re Orderly Officer again. Is the Colonel training you to be a field marshal, then?’

‘Something like that, I think. But I am sorry that you seem to be getting more than your share. Where’s my helmet?’

‘No, it’s not the helmet today, look you. The dress of the day for officers is the cap. I checked on it on the way ’ere an’ just as well I did, ’cos it’s been changed since last night.’ He handed Simon the jaunty box-like blue cap, with its polished peak and big brass 24 on the front. ‘Anyway, you once said that we were in the same boat. I expect they’ll be postin’ Colour Sergeant Cole to this battalion next, in which case, see, I’ll ’ave to ’it ’im again. Ooh, sorry. I forgot.’ Jenkins rushed after Simon as he strode through the door and down the corridor, buttoning his topcoat as he went. ‘Here’s a letter for you.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/john_9780755381661_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
British redcoats confront the
Zulues at Rorke’s Drift






