

[image: cover]




With thanks to Gareth Glover, whose labours in the archives keep providing so much great material for these stories




ALL IN SCARLET UNIFORM


[image: image]


Adrian Goldsworthy


[image: image]




A bold fusilier came marching back through Rochester


Off for the wars in a far country,


And he sang as he marched


Through the crowded streets of Rochester,


‘Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?’


Who’ll be a soldier? Who’ll be a soldier?


Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?


And he sang as he marched


Through the crowded streets of Rochester,


‘Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?’


The King he has ordered new troops onto the continent,


To strike a last blow at the enemy.


And if you would be a soldier,


All in scarlet uniform,


Take the King’s shilling with Wellington and me.


Take the King’s shilling! Take the King’s shilling!


Take the King’s shilling with Wellington and me.


And he sang as he marched


Through the crowded streets of Rochester,


‘Take the King’s shilling with Wellington and me.’


‘Not I,’ said the butcher, ‘Nor I,’ said the baker


Most of the rest with them did agree


To be paid with the powder and


The rattle of the cannonball


Wages for soldiers for Wellington and me.


Wages for soldiers! Wages for soldiers!


Wages for soldiers for Wellington and me


To be paid with the powder and


The rattle of the cannonball


Wages for soldiers for Wellington and me.


‘Now I,’ said the young man, ‘have oft endured the parish queue


There is no wages or employment for me


Salvation or danger


That’ll be my destiny


To be a soldier for Wellington and me!’


To be a soldier! To be a soldier!


To be a soldier for Wellington and me!


Salvation or danger


That’ll be my destiny


To be a soldier for Wellington and me!


Now twenty recruits came marching back through Rochester


Off to the wars in a far country


And they sang as they marched


Through the crowded streets of Rochester,


‘Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?’


Who’ll be a soldier? Who’ll be a soldier?


Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?


And he sang as he marched


Through the crowded streets of Rochester,


‘Who’ll be a soldier with Wellington and me?’


…


This is one version of a song dating back at least to the beginning of the eighteenth century, when the words were ‘Malboro and me’. It was sung to a traditional Scottish tune called ‘Oh Bonnie Wood O’ Craigielee’ and is now better known as ‘Waltzing Matilda’.
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Pringle clasped his hands tightly behind his back and tried hard not to shiver. He did not want to die on this bleak October morning, but he was a captain in His Britannic Majesty King George’s 106th Regiment of Foot, and as an officer he must never show agitation or the faintest hint of fear. Often the show of courage was more important than any order he could give, for confidence was almost as rapidly contagious as fear, and it did not matter if it was an act.


Over a year ago Billy Pringle had helped throw the French out of Portugal, then been chased through the mountains on that grim march to Corunna. This summer he had come through the carnage at Talavera when they had fought the French to a standstill. There always seemed to be more French, and they never gave in easily. He took a musket ball at Talavera, which slashed a cut across his belly, but in spite of a bout of fever he had pulled through and all that was left was a pale scar. So many had fallen or been forever maimed on those two days in July that he counted himself lucky to have got away with little more than a scratch. The slightest shift in the Frenchman’s aim and he would not be standing in this field beside the river and wondering whether he would live to see the sun set. The thought was chilling, and it felt as if his very flesh was shrinking in a desperate effort to make him small and safe.


It was damned cold, while the persistent drizzle speckled the lenses of his glasses and made his shirt cling tightly to his body. With an effort, Billy Pringle stood up straight and kept from shivering, maintaining the act. He knew it mattered. Now that he had seen war in all its confusion, horror and brutal simplicity he understood that the pretence was important. Men watched each other, and most of all the men watched their officers. The veterans knew that it was all a sham. Officers and men alike pretended unconcern and somehow became brave, so that otherwise sane men did what seemed insane and battles were won. It also meant that ‘sane’ men would choose to face death, acting a part to impress others or themselves. It was almost a shame that the death and mutilation were so dreadfully real.


‘Major Tilney is concerned about the weather,’ said Captain Truscott, who had returned from consulting with a Light Dragoon officer, and now jerked Pringle from the thoughts that kept his mind away from the grim reality of this place. ‘His principal does not wish an unfair advantage, and is willing to postpone the affair.’


Truscott was nervous, although only a close friend like Pringle would have spotted the signs. His fellow captain was a precise man, as punctilious in his duties as in his private affairs. His left sleeve, empty since he had lost an arm at Vimeiro, offered the readiest of reminders that this was no act. Every few minutes Truscott unconsciously reached up and rubbed the buttons on its cuff. The rest of the time his right hand kept clenching and uncurling. Captain Truscott did not care for this business, but was determined to perform his role as second properly. Thinfaced and always inclined to frown, the injury had left him drawn. Yet now Billy recognised a deeper concern in his friend’s features.


‘Tell him …’ Pringle’s voice cracked so he paused for a moment, took a long breath, coughed, and then continued steadily. ‘That is to say, thank him for his concern, but please assure him that there is no inconvenience. I can see well enough without my spectacles, should the rain become worse.’ Pringle was tempted to add that he had marched and fought through rain, sleet and snow last winter, while Tilney and his fellow light dragoon were snug in England, before deciding that there had been enough insults. More importantly, Truscott would not approve of such levity, and so once again Pringle acted a part and made himself speak with appropriate gravity.


‘You are sure?’ Again the simple fact that the question was asked betrayed Truscott’s doubts about the whole business.


‘Certain,’ said Pringle, his voice steady.


Truscott looked at him for a moment and then gave the slightest of nods. Without any more words, he turned and marched over to speak to Major Tilney.


‘You’re a bloody fool, Billy,’ said Hanley, who remained beside him.


‘Thank you, I am obliged for such a kind sentiment.’


This time Pringle could not help grinning, in spite of the solemnity of the occasion. Truscott would not approve, but Hanley cared little for convention. A man who had seen his dreams of becoming a great artist shattered, Lieutenant Hanley was forced to join the army because he had had no other choice. He cared little for convention and seemed baffled by most ideas of honour, but he had fought beside Pringle and gradually adapted to life in the regiment. More recently he had shown a talent for intrigue and gathering information about the enemy, and Billy suspected that his friend was more naturally spy than soldier.


‘Delay matters,’ urged Lieutenant Hanley, tugging his heavy boat-cloak more tightly around his neck. ‘That way Williams can sort out this mess himself.’ Like all the others in the little field the lieutenant was dressed in civilian clothes, but he was the only one who nevertheless did not obviously look like a soldier. Hanley was a handsome man, his skin tanned by the years spent in Spain before the war. He was a shade taller than Pringle, and more than a year of campaigning left him looking fit and strong, but he was still generally dishevelled and inclined to slouch.


Pringle shook his head. ‘Too late for that. A blow was struck.’


‘Yes, by you, in fact!’ Hanley’s smile faded when he saw his friend’s hard look.


The last days were a confused blur of searching for an errant girl and then a light dragoon officer. It was little more than a month since his detachment had returned to England from Portugal, and Pringle’s initial euphoria at coming home had rapidly faded. He was alive, but found peaceful England duller than his dreams. Billy Pringle began drinking once again, as heavily as ever he had done before the regiment went off to war. The responsibilities and shortages of campaigning had made it easier to be sober. Pringle chafed at idleness, far more than the others, and so the sudden flight of their friend Williams’ sister gave him a purpose and he had embraced it like a lover. Williams, Truscott, Hanley and Pringle had all gone hunting for the girl.


The trail proved easy to follow, and led them separately towards Cheltenham, but it was Pringle who arrived first, spoke to her, and decided to act. He should probably have waited, and might have done so if he had not felt so alive for the first time in weeks. Billy took Miss Williams with him and realised that he was drinking far less, although with hindsight it was probably still more than was wise in the circumstances. Lieutenant Garland of the 14th Light Dragoons was hardly in a better state when Pringle confronted him. Billy thought that he spoke calmly and with courtesy, but suddenly Garland was yelling and then damned Pringle as a liar. The light dragoon was flailing his arms in agitation, and when Billy thought that the man was aiming a blow his instincts took over, only the blocked swing turned into a punch which rocked the smaller dragoon back on his heels. Major Tilney and several other cavalrymen were all there to witness it. A gentleman could not simply strike another without consequences, but nor could he call another man a liar, and so it was Pringle who challenged in defence of his honour. Truscott arrived later that evening, and he had negotiated the business by meeting Tilney several times during the next day. No apology was forthcoming and the whole thing rapidly assumed an inevitability.


‘It is my affair now.’ Pringle managed a thin smile. ‘Or would you have me meekly submit to a caning at the hands of that schoolboy?’


Garland was not yet nineteen, his cheeks shaded with wispy hair as he desperately sought to emulate the luxuriant side-whiskers of older light dragoons like the major. The lad clearly idolised Tilney, and Pringle suspected the latter had played a prominent role both in insisting on the duel and in the original affair. The two cavalrymen had met Kitty Williams and her older sister Anne at Bath, where the girls were acting as companions to the elderly Mrs Waters. Pringle only knew a little of what had followed from Anne’s modest account. Flirtation led to an understanding, and repeated excuses for clandestine meetings where Kitty was unaccompanied, and after the sisters’ departure there was secret correspondence, aided by Mrs Waters – that ‘silly, wicked woman’, the girls’ mother had said sharply. Then just a week ago Kitty Williams had sneaked away from her home and vanished, leaving a note to say that she was going to seek true happiness and would soon have splendid news. By the time Pringle found her that dream had died, for she was red-eyed from long weeping and almost at the end of her meagre funds. As he coaxed the story from the girl, Billy guessed that Anne’s suspicion was right, and that there was a deeper reason why Kitty Williams feared to remain a spinster.


‘It would not do,’ said Pringle after a long pause. ‘Besides which, Bills would kill the little cuss.’


Hanley frowned. ‘No great loss to anyone, I suspect. And yet do you not plan to do just that in a moment?’


‘I might.’ Pringle spoke slowly as if mulling the matter over, but in his heart he was sure. ‘But I will more likely merely nick him or miss altogether. With Williams it would be a certainty. Bills is a bad man when it comes to fighting.’


Hamish Williams was taller than both Hanley and Pringle, who were themselves big men. His mother was a widow, the family lacking funds and influence, and so, when her son determined to be a soldier, he had joined the 106th as a volunteer, carrying a musket in the ranks. A gentleman volunteer lived with the officers and served with the soldiers, waiting to perform some act of valour sufficient to win him a commission. Williams managed this feat in Portugal in ’08, survived unscathed and then later won promotion to lieutenant.


Pringle had seen Williams fight, and heard tell of other deeds he had not witnessed. Shy, awkward in society and pious, Hamish Williams was an unlikely friend, but had become a very close one to the other three. Billy had two older brothers, and was fond of them both, but since they had followed their father and grandfather and gone to sea at a young age he could not claim to know them as well as he knew his friends in the 106th. His own poor eyesight had kept him out of the Navy, and after Oxford even his already disappointed father had to admit that Billy was unsuited to the Church. Pringle decided to become a soldier, and now he found it hard to imagine another life.


He felt that he was a more than decent officer, and after four battles and twice as many skirmishes he was experienced and considered himself to be capable. Even so, he had to admit that Williams had taken to battle more naturally than any of them, and indeed seemed almost at home in the chaos. Williams was a very good officer, but he also killed readily and with considerable fluency, and Pringle was beginning to understand how rare a thing this was. Billy doubted that he had ever taken any man’s life, although it was hard to be sure. More than a few times he had fired his pistol into the chaos and smoke and perhaps one of the balls had struck a mortal blow, but more probably it had not and he preferred to believe this. Williams fought with a skilful savagery that was almost chilling.


‘Then let him slaughter Garland,’ suggested Hanley.


‘And how would that help Miss Williams?’


‘Avenge the slur on her good name by righteous punishment.’ Hanley’s disdain for honour was obvious. ‘I can remember you helping me to lie like an Irish horse-trader when we needed to stop Bills from meeting Redman.’


Pringle chuckled at the memory. ‘Dear God, that seems like an age ago.’


‘It would not offend me to be called a liar.’


‘Well, my dear friend, with all due respect, you are a liar,’ said Pringle.


‘Yes, and a damned good one. So what has prompted such a change on your part?’ asked Hanley, who expected the world to be open to reason.


‘Ask me after it is over.’


‘You may not be here to ask!’ Hanley was studying his friend closely and his face changed, suggesting sudden enlightenment. ‘Oh,’ he said after a moment, ‘there is something else. Do I take it that Miss Williams is in pressing need of a husband?’ Hanley’s natural cynicism matched Pringle’s view of human nature, but in this case he had a particular sympathy for he was the child of an illicit liaison. Neither of his parents had wanted anything to do with their bastard, although to be fair his late father had provided an allowance, and so he had been raised as best she could by his grandmother. For all his disdain for convention, Hanley felt the stigma deeply, and had no great wish to have it inflicted on another child. ‘In that case, try not to kill him too much!’


‘Gentlemen, you may take post!’ Truscott’s voice carried across the clearing.


‘Good luck, Billy,’ whispered Hanley as his friend strode towards the tent peg marking his position. Earlier on Truscott had paced out the distance and the elegant Tilney had driven the pegs into the damp earth, and then looked at the traces of mud on his gloves in evident distaste.


Two subalterns of the light dragoons stood at the edge of the field, chatting away in voices that were nervously loud, until the major glared at them. With them was a civilian doctor, a hunched, ill-favoured fellow with the red face and prominent veins of a hard drinker. Otherwise secrecy was preserved and no one else had come to watch the encounter.


Pringle stood behind the peg. The seconds had agreed on an exchange of at least two shots at a distance of twenty paces before apologies could be offered, since if the argument was easier to resolve then it should already have occurred. The range was at the upper end of convention, and suggested that neither Tilney nor Truscott wanted to make a fatal wound too likely. Principals were not allowed any say on such matters. Nor was Pringle permitted to reject the right to take the first shot. It had been agreed, and that was an end to it. Garland had given first offence and so should be the first to stand fire. Major Tilney was the first to insist on this point. Billy Pringle was not sure whether this marked him as a slight or extremely close friend to the young lieutenant.


Tilney was also willing to permit Truscott to seek assistance when unable to perform his duties. Hanley moved to his side as the captain selected a pistol from each of the two identical cases of matched pairs. Then the lieutenant took these and loaded them in turn, while Major Tilney charged the other pistols for his principal. Neither man did the other the gross discourtesy of watching him as he went about this task.


Pringle and Garland waited at their marks. The rain slackened, although both men were already thoroughly wet, their hair flattened on to their heads. Garland stared boldly at his opponent, and, not to be outdone, Billy met his gaze. Neither man showed any sign of animosity, and Pringle wondered whether the light dragoon was genuinely without malice or simply dull-witted. Billy envied the cavalryman his silk shirt, and wondered whether it was warmer than his. Fragments of silk were easier for a surgeon to pick out of a wound than the threads of cotton. He knew that his father and brothers, like a lot of RN officers, always tried to wear a silk shirt and stockings with their uniform on a day of battle. Soldiers less often had the time for such careful preparations, or the capacity to carry so full a wardrobe on campaign – excepting the Guards, of course, for the ‘Gentlemen’s sons’ always had plenty of servants and pack animals to shield them from the worst rigours of campaigning.


Pringle let his mind wander rather than think about the coming ordeal. Then he noticed Garland start slightly when Tilney brought him the loaded pistols, and it was pleasing to see a trace of anxiety in his opponent. For a moment Pringle almost felt sorry for the boy. He could not blame him too much for wanting to tumble Kitty Williams. The three Williams sisters were pretty, with fine golden hair just like their older brother, and Kitty was a bold flirt of seventeen summers with the shape of the very ripest young Venus. Pringle doubted the seduction had been entirely one-sided, and part of him thought that bedding the little minx would be a damned sight more pleasant a use of his own time than this challenge, but that would not stop him from putting a ball in the randy little dragoon. Williams was a friend, and on brief acquaintance he had developed a great esteem for Anne, a taller, somewhat serious girl closer to her brother in character, and more Juno than Venus in shape. It was not just a question of desire. Billy was inclined to desire any half-decent woman he saw. There were feelings for the eldest Miss Williams that he had not yet had proper chance to understand. That prompted the absurd thought that it would make it all the more unfortunate if he got himself killed this morning, but it was too late to change anything.


‘A matter of honour,’ he said softly, and permitted himself a wry smile.


‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Hanley, who had brought the pistols.


‘Nothing of importance,’ said Pringle.


‘I believe you will need these.’ Hanley spoke almost casually, and Billy wondered whether he too was becoming tense. He took the first of the pistols in his left hand, holding it by the middle of the barrel with the muzzle pointing behind him and away from Garland. He glanced down to see that it was already drawn back to full cock, shifted his grip to grasp it properly and then held it down against his leg.


‘Stop!’ A feminine voice broke the tense silence. Pringle turned to see a dishevelled and pale-faced Miss Williams emerge from the grove of trees behind them. There was mud spattered liberally on her dress and several tears in its hem, while her bonnet was so wet that it had partly collapsed on one side. The promise that Kitty would stay in her room at the Cock Horse had evidently lasted less than a hour, and she must have lost her way, for the path to this quiet spot was hard to follow.


‘Madam, you have no place here!’ The only time Billy had ever heard Truscott shout so loud was when he had ordered the battalion forward at Talavera – a captain in command because all the senior officers had fallen. ‘Hanley, see to the lady and keep her out of the way.’


Major Tilney looked angry. Pringle thought that Garland was confused, and the boy’s cheeks flushed in spite of the cold. Hanley gave him the other pistol with even less ceremony and lurched off towards the girl. After more than a year in the army he still seemed incapable of standing straight.


‘Come, sir, we must proceed,’ ordered Tilney.


‘In a moment, sir; I shall not be rushed,’ Truscott replied, smarting at his tone. ‘Mr Hanley, kindly keep Miss Williams back.’


The girl was breathless, unable to do more than stammer incoherently. Hanley took her gently by the shoulders and urged her back to the top of a grassy bank.


‘It is too late to change anything,’ he said firmly, and the sadness in his voice moved her more than its force.


‘But he might die,’ the girl said feebly. It was unclear who ‘he’ was.


‘Gentlemen, make ready,’ called Truscott. Pringle turned so that his right shoulder pointed towards Garland, who matched the movement. It offered the smallest target to an adversary, although Billy Pringle could not help thinking that his greater height and broad stomach made him a far better mark than the slim light dragoon.


‘Now that you are ready, Major Tilney will give the orders to fire,’ said Truscott.


Miss Williams stood close beside Hanley, his arm round her shoulder. She was breathing heavily and he knew that this was no longer mere fatigue.


‘I cannot watch,’ she gasped, but when he glanced down her eyes were open and as excited as they were fearful.


‘Gentlemen.’ Hanley would not have thought that someone could shout and drawl at the same time, and yet somehow Tilney managed it. ‘I shall call your name in turn, and give you leave to fire. You will then present and as promptly fire. Do you understand?’


Pringle nodded. Garland said nothing and made no gesture.


‘Do you understand, Mr Garland?’ asked Tilney.


‘I understand,’ said the lieutenant, his voice higher than normal.


‘Good, then we shall begin.’ He paused, standing at attention and in silence. Miss Williams reached up with both hands and pressed Hanley’s fingers tightly as they rested on her shoulder.


‘Mr Pringle,’ Tilney ordered, ‘you may give fire.’


Billy raised his arm, the pistol feeling suddenly heavy, and levelled it at Garland, whose eyes were closed. A gentleman did not pause to aim and so without hesitation Pringle squeezed the trigger so that the hammer slammed down and the flint sparked.


Nothing happened. Either the powder had shaken out or the earlier drizzle had left it too damp to flare.


‘Bugger,’ hissed Billy Pringle to himself, and he could not help wishing that the meticulous Truscott had been capable of loading instead of the well-meaning but militarily casual Hanley. Still, the cause did not truly matter any more, as a misfire counted as a shot.


‘Dear Lord, he is safe,’ whispered Miss Williams, making her sympathies clear. Hanley wondered whether the girl realised that duelling was illegal, and that if either man died all present could be charged with murder. Yet his friends, who in other circumstances he held to be prudent and sensible, most certainly knew this and were still doing this damned silly thing – as was he, although at least he did not have to be happy about it.


‘Mr Garland,’ called Tilney without hesitation, ‘you may give fire.’


The light dragoon seemed surprised to have survived the shot and perhaps did not fully understand what had happened. It was known for men to forgo a shot when their opponent misfired, but there was no sign that the thought had entered Garland’s head. He raised his pistol and fired. The report was muffled by the wind, which instantly whipped away the dirty smoke.


Billy Pringle felt something flick through his thick brown hair. He dropped his discharged pistol on to the grass and reached up with his hand. His hair was damp, but only from the rain.


‘Is there blood, sir?’ demanded the major. The surgeon seemed finally to wake up, his creased red face alert as he went forward, his legs swishing through the long grass.


Pringle held up his hand, fingers stretched wide. ‘No blood,’ he said.


‘There is no wound,’ said the doctor after a close inspection. Pringle could smell the gin on the man’s breath and wished that he had some. It seemed unfair that the offence could be given after a good few drinks, while the encounter must be fought by the sober.


‘Mr Pringle, prepare yourself,’ called Tilney as the surgeon retreated. Pringle switched the loaded pistol to his right hand and again held it down against his leg.


He noticed that the watching dragoon subalterns had turned to look behind them. A tall horseman was riding hard through the meadow beside the stream. The wind had dropped, and Pringle caught the dull pounding of heavy hoofbeats. It was a big piebald horse with heavy features and thick legs, and its rider was an officer, his cocked hat covered in oilskin and his cloak blowing behind him to reveal a scarlet jacket.


‘It’s Ham,’ said Miss Williams in a loud tone of genuine surprise. Pringle had not become used to the nickname the sisters used for their brother, but had already recognised that it was Lieutenant Williams in the flesh.


‘Damn it, sir, I will brook no more impediments or interruptions.’ Tilney sounded outraged. ‘Go about your business, sir, and leave us in peace.’


‘Forgive the intrusion,’ said Williams. ‘I am here merely as a friend, and as a witness.’


‘Well, sir, be damned to you if that proves your funeral as well as ours,’ snapped Tilney. ‘Now dismount and call no more attention to yourself. You must not distract the principals. I do not know how the infantry conduct affairs of honour, but in the cavalry we insist on proper decorum.’ Pringle saw Williams bridle, and Truscott also stiffened noticeably, but both men evidently decided that one duel was enough for the day and made no issue of the remark.


The elegant light dragoon major waited impatiently as Williams dismounted, hitched his reins around a fence and then walked over to join his sister and Hanley.


‘Mr Pringle, I say again, prepare yourself.’ Tilney waited, fingers drumming impatiently against the tail of his coat.


‘Mr Pringle, you may fire.’


Pringle levelled his piece and again pulled the trigger. Again the flint sparked, but the main charge failed to ignite. His muttered oath was longer this time, and he turned to glare at Hanley.


‘Mr Garland, you may fire.’


The discharge seemed louder this time, carried to them by a sudden hard gust of wind, and Hanley felt the girl flinch at the noise and flame. The ball went nowhere near Pringle, although whether this was intention, the wind or mere poor aim it was impossible to say.


‘Gentlemen, you have withstood two fires,’ called Truscott. ‘It would be fitting to end this affair with apologies.’ He looked at Garland, who had given first offence and so must be first to relent.


‘No apology.’


Pringle was surprised, although after two misfires it would be reasonable enough for the man to see himself as safe. For his part, he was ready to make public apology for the blow, but it seemed that he would not have the opportunity.


Williams, his sister and Hanley watched Truscott and Tilney consult each other.


‘How did you get here?’ asked Hanley quietly.


‘Long story,’ Williams said, and then Truscott called Hanley to join him. The principals were to exchange one more shot, and so he was required to load. Pringle would have preferred the more capable and martial Williams to do the job, but it was a concession for Hanley to be involved and Major Tilney was by now in no mood to extend a further courtesy.


‘Take care to load this well,’ was as close as Truscott came to direct criticism, but Billy Pringle raised one eyebrow quizzically when Hanley passed him the pistol.


‘Gentlemen, prepare yourselves.’ The two men were already in place and in the proper stance, and so Tilney paused only briefly before he continued.


‘Mr Pringle, you may fire.’


Billy Pringle raised his arm until it was straight and pulled the trigger. There was the familiar snap and spark, and then he almost jumped when the main charge went off and the pistol jerked back with the discharge.


Lieutenant Garland dropped like a shot rabbit.


Kitty cried out and buried her head against her brother’s chest.


‘Well, I’m damned,’ said Billy Pringle.
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It was not a bad wound. The surgeon quickly proclaimed as much and, although Pringle had grave doubts about the man’s skill, in this case he was obviously right. The ball had nicked Garland’s right arm just above the elbow, and then cut a furrow across his body. A rib was probably broken, but the bullet had not gone in and if bound up and kept clean the injury would heal quickly.


There was a lot of blood, very bright against the whiteness of his shirt, and this looked worse than it was. Pringle could hear Miss Williams sobbing and the scarcely sympathetic noises her brother made to calm the girl.


It was not usual for the defeated party to summon his opponent, but after a few minutes Major Tilney had beckoned to him. Garland sat up, supported by the two dragoon subalterns, and hissed in pain as the surgeon pulled the bandage tightly around him. Relief was flooding over Pringle, for whatever the consequences of this day at least there was now no chance of facing the gallows. In truth most juries were reluctant to convict, and witnesses – especially military witnesses – managed to forget all that they had seen if the affair was a properly conducted matter of honour, so that it was rare for anyone to be punished. Yet it did happen, and the Army Act expressly forbade duelling. It was hard to know how much sympathy they would receive from the new colonel of the 106th.


Then Pringle forgot these thoughts of the future – a future he now confidently possessed – and suddenly wondered whether his adversary felt well and bitter enough to insist on taking his third shot. Billy stopped in mid-stride, the thought chilling, for he was suddenly certain that this time he would die. The Talavera wound began to itch, and it started to rain again, steadily this time, drops spattering loudly on his already soaked shirt and misting his lenses.


Pringle took a deep breath and with a great effort walked the last few yards.


‘I trust you are not badly injured?’ he asked, for courtesies, however absurd, were important. Apart from that, he could think of nothing else to say.


‘A trifling wound,’ said Garland, doing his best to appear brave, and Pringle respected him for the effort, and then the man grinned, and Billy began to warm to the lad. ‘I hope you will not take that as an insult to your skill with a pistol.’


‘I believe we have had sufficient insults,’ said Pringle, smiling in turn.


‘I could not apologise,’ continued Garland, and then paused because the surgeon was tying off the bandage, and so stood between the seated man and Pringle.


The doctor finished and stood up. ‘We must get you properly cleaned up and then to bed,’ he said.


‘In a moment, my dear Dr Stubbs, in a moment. Would you leave us please? You too,’ he said, turning his head to the two subalterns. ‘I believe that I can stand.’ Garland winced a little as they helped him up, and then clearly felt embarrassed by this show of discomfort and stood up straight, his face impassive. ‘Perhaps your second should be present?’ he suggested to Pringle.


Truscott was summoned, and only then did the wounded lieutenant continue.


‘As I said, I could not apologise, for I believed what I said, and as I understand it, an explanation rather than an apology may only be offered after three shots. Is that not correct, Frederick?’


Major Tilney nodded. ‘Quite correct, Robert.’


Pringle knew that it was common practice in some cavalry regiments for officers to use each other’s Christian names except when on duty.


‘An arrangement might have been made if the circumstances were known,’ said Truscott.


‘Thank you, Frederick, I was confident that I was right.’ Garland ignored Truscott as he looked at his superior officer with something akin to worship. Tilney was of no more than average height and had a round face with somewhat heavy features, but in every other respect he was the epitome of the elegant and dashing light cavalryman. It was obvious that the major was fully aware of his poise, for his manner exuded an immense sense of his own superiority.


‘I was no doubt mistaken to accuse you of lying, Captain Pringle.’


Pringle bowed.


‘But I feel you were mistaken,’ Garland continued. There was the hint of an accent in his speech, although Billy could not quite place it. Somewhere from the north-east – perhaps Durham or Newcastle? Father in trade, probably, and no doubt highly successfully, so that he was able to send his son away to school and then buy him a commission in a fashionable and expensive regiment. That would explain the longing for the major’s approval. Tilney was the son and heir of a general, albeit one who had bought his promotions to colonel and then become a general through living long enough for his turn to come. As far as Pringle knew, old General Tilney had never once seen action – not that that mattered for a man’s place in society.


‘I love Miss Williams, and have esteemed her most highly since our first introduction at Bath – for which I once again owe you thanks, Frederick.’


Tilney gave the slightest of nods. Pringle saw little trace of marked affection on his part, and sensed more tolerant amusement – much like a man watching puppies at play. He could not help feeling that the major was making sport of them all. He had not known that Tilney had introduced them, and wondered once again whether that was the limit of the major’s interest and involvement.


‘My adoration is both fervent and fixed,’ said Garland, and the choice of words made Pringle believe that here was someone else acting a part. ‘And yet I had not believed my suit to be successful.’ He glanced at Tilney. ‘My feelings are unchanged, but I do not believe that there was anything resembling an understanding between myself and Miss Williams – much as I might wish for one. There was most certainly no promise.


‘And so, when you came and insisted that I honour my obligation to the lady, there was no obligation. It took me quite by surprise, and the impression of compulsion made me angry.’ Garland gave a half-smile. ‘Since I left school, I have never permitted anyone to compel me to do anything.’


Pringle had heard similar sentiments from many fellow officers, and if he was honest took the same pride in his own freedom to act. It was all a little absurd, given that every day they obeyed orders as part of their duties.


‘I will not be compelled, sir – I simply will not.’ The accent was stronger now. ‘I shall marry Miss Williams with the greatest joy in the world if she now accepts my offer, but I could never be made to do anything, even so desirable a thing as that.’


Billy Pringle did not know what to say. He wondered whether this was how Hanley felt most of the time, as if peering through a misty window at folk who were foreign in almost every way, their behaviour following rules that were as absurd as they were strict.


‘I am happy to hear it,’ said Truscott, once he realised that his friend was not about to speak.


Pringle rallied himself at last. ‘As am I,’ he managed. He was not sure whether he wanted to roar with laughter at the ridiculousness of the whole thing or shoot Garland again for risking their lives and careers for so small a point of conduct and pride.


Miss Williams and her brother were summoned, the girl demure now, her face cast down and full of worry. Garland asked for a moment for them to be alone, and all save Kitty withdrew a discreet distance so that they could not hear what was said. Pringle was the only one to notice the glance of intense hatred – and also, he was sure, disappointment – that the girl shot at Tilney as he passed. Hanley and the two subalterns joined them as they watched.


Then Kitty yelped like the schoolgirl she still really was and flung her arms around the wounded Garland, making him wince with pain.


‘Will his family permit the alliance?’ Williams asked Tilney, for Truscott had explained the lieutenant’s resolution.


‘His parents are indulgent,’ drawled the light dragoon officer with a barely perceptible hint of disapproval, ‘and he is a younger son. No doubt there will be an allowance – perhaps not a large one, although I dare say enough for modest tastes. You would be a better judge of whether or not that meets the lady’s expectations.’


Pringle pressed Williams on the arm, for he knew the man was insulted and feared a new quarrel and perhaps even the shattering of this happy resolution. ‘I believe Lieutenant Garland wishes to speak to you.’ Williams’ father had died in an accident at work when the children were all young, and once he became an adult he assumed the role of guardian to his sisters.


The big man strode forward, bidding his sister to go with Hanley and Truscott back to the inn. Williams was almost as concerned as Truscott to behave properly – perhaps more concerned, for his origins left him sensitive to any hint that his gentility was not recognised by others.


‘I had not been aware that it was you who introduced the couple, Major Tilney,’ said Pringle in as innocent a tone as he could manage. Billy was glad to have his jacket and long coat back on.


‘It was of little moment. I was introduced to the lady by a friend at the Assembly Rooms. Garland was a cornet in my troop in the Twelfth, and followed me when I exchanged into the Fourteenth. He had few connections in Bath, and it seemed reasonable for me to make some introductions. Miss Williams has a charming appearance, and as the opportunity arose I made them known to each other.’ The tone suggested that both were of no real account in society and so well matched. ‘Garland is a willing enough fellow, but apt to overreach himself.’


‘I am glad that he overreached his aim, at least,’ said Pringle, surprised that the major was telling him so much. He strongly suspected that Miss Williams had originally set her cap at Tilney himself, and wondered how long – and how well – they had known each other before Garland appeared. Tilney spoke of both the young people in a way that indicated absolute unconcern for their welfare.


‘Poor Robert had even presumed to pay attentions to my own sister,’ Tilney went on, ‘and so the transfer of his affections to Miss Williams came as a considerable relief to us. Can you imagine it – the fellow’s father digs coal!’ The two light dragoon subalterns sniggered appreciatively.


‘Not in person, one would imagine.’


‘Oh, of course, but that scarcely makes it any better. Such dirt does not easily rub away.’


Pringle felt that the major’s sneers were aimed mainly at his fellow dragoons. He must appear a good fellow for condescending to befriend young Garland, without ever diminishing his own superiority. It was sad to think of the lieutenant trailing eagerly behind a man who constantly reminded the world of the junior officer’s lack of breeding.


Thank God I’m not in the cavalry, thought Pringle, and was relieved to see Williams helping Garland walk over to join them. Matters were concluded, and arrangements made, and so finally they could get in out of the rain. Pringle longed to be warm and dry, and to eat the hearty breakfast he had been unable to face before they left. He would also be glad to see the back of Tilney, whose sneering manner was already tiresome.


‘A charming young lady,’ he heard the major say softly as the light dragoons and the doctor took Garland away, ‘and I do enjoy charming young ladies.’


‘Bastard,’ muttered Pringle, and then felt guilty and was glad Hanley had left, for he knew his friend disliked the word. He would lay ten to one that Tilney had seduced Miss Williams and then passed her on to Garland for his own convenience and amusement. Eight to one the major and not the lieutenant was the father. If that was the case then best to hope that Garland did not realise – or less plausibly that he did not care. Pringle was not inclined to worry too much one way or the other about Kitty Williams, but the contentment of her brother and older sister mattered to him a good deal. He had risked life and career for them – and because he struggled to cope with the dullness of being away from the war.


Williams approached, holding out his hand. ‘Billy,’ he said, ‘I do not know how I can thank you, or apologise for subjecting you to this when it should have been my job.’


There was no point explaining his fears to Williams. Perhaps he was wrong, and had simply grown too untrusting of his fellow men.


‘Don’t mention it, old boy,’ he said, and smiled. Sometimes it was simply easier to act a part.




3


‘Soldiers, Daddy, look, soldiers!’ cried a small boy perched on a man’s shoulders. The father was stocky, his clothes threadbare, and although he was still young there were flecks of grey in his black hair. He neither looked nor answered his son, and instead pointedly turned away, so that the lad now saw Williams and his little face erupted into even greater ecstasy. ‘A soldier! A soldier! Look, he’s got a sword!’


Williams smiled at the boy and ignored the father’s sour glance. A few days in charge of a recruiting party had soon accustomed him to the hostile expressions provoked by the sight of a soldier. The army was for the desperate, and he had been sent around the mill towns precisely because business was bad and workers were being laid off. The 106th was ordered to recruit itself up to full strength and its new commander, Lieutenant Colonel FitzWilliam, was determined to find the best material. They needed to act quickly. The regiments in Portugal and throughout the empire always needed men. Worse still, one of the biggest expeditions ever seen had gone earlier in the year to Holland. Most of those corps had not yet returned, and from all Williams had heard, many of the men never would. Fever had ravaged the army, taking the lives of thousands and leaving as many more unlikely to recover. Its new commander wanted the 106th to take the pick of the bunch before the whole country was thronged with recruiters.


‘Hello, soldier,’ said the boy.


‘Hello, young man,’ Williams replied, and this at least prompted a grateful smile from the father. The man had quick, intelligent eyes, and hands that were soft underneath some recent blisters. Williams guessed he was educated, perhaps a clerk, but had recently been forced to take any work he could get to feed his family. An older woman appeared beside the man.


‘A soldier, Gran,’ said the child, pointing in case she failed to notice Williams. Then doubt creased the small forehead. ‘He should have a horse.’


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ apologised the woman, whose face was heavily lined with care.


‘It is fine.’


‘But he should have a horse,’ the boy continued, with utter conviction. ‘He’s a soldier.’


‘He is in his stable being fed,’ said Williams.


‘Good.’ That appeared to resolve the mystery, and further conversation became impossible when on the far side of the square the drummer from Williams’ party plunged into a series of flamboyant tattoos, the sound echoing off the houses and for a moment checking the busy hubbub of market day. The boy was carried off into the mass, his father accompanied by his grandmother. The child was obviously delighted with the sights and sounds and began waving his hands as if he had sticks and his father’s head was a drum.


Williams made his way through the crowd towards the redcoats, and could not help sighing at the thought that he had possessed a horse for a few brief weeks in the summer. The mare was an Andalusian, fast, elegant and well mannered even with an inexperienced rider like Williams. It was a gift given after Talavera as a reward for saving the life of the Spanish commander, and from the very beginning the subaltern had known that it was too fine and delicate an animal for a mere subaltern in the line to feed and maintain. Williams had no funds beyond his pay, and was unable to afford proper feed to keep the mare in condition, let alone a groom to care for her. He had sold the horse when he reached Lisbon, and received the princely sum of two hundred guineas from a newly arrived major general. The price was fair, perhaps even a little low, and it was more money than he had ever had – almost than he had ever dreamed to have. When they reached England and finally received eight months of back pay in one lump sum, for a while Williams felt himself to be rich.


It did not last, and his funds were now much diminished. There were bills to pay, for all the usual deductions had steadily accumulated, and it seemed that more than half of his wages vanished in the twinkling of an eye and the scratching of a pen in an account book. Then there were presents for his mother and sisters, and since then the drain of hunting for the errant Kitty, and of taking her up to Scotland with Garland, where the two were wed in that strange ceremony over the anvil. Both Garland and Tilney were due to join their regiment in Lord Wellington’s army, and so there was no time for the banns to be called.


Williams had gone to represent the family, and although brief acquaintance convinced him that Garland was sincere and to be trusted, it was proper for him to be there. Kitty had done better than she deserved, winning a decent and well-off husband at the end of her silly and dangerous adventure. The impression of her great good fortune was reinforced when they visited Mr and Mrs Garland on their way back south. An initially tepid welcome quickly became very warm, for the parents clearly doted on all of their children and were delighted to see their son happy. Kitty flattered them with enough obvious sincerity to win them over. She had always been personable, and had a social confidence that Williams himself utterly lacked. For the moment she would live in Bristol with his mother and sisters, until ‘her hero returned from the wars’. The willingness not to be a burden on her husband’s parents had very much helped to win over Mr Garland, who seemed a good deal shrewder than either his wife or younger son.


The young couple remained with the Garlands for a few days when Williams hurried to rejoin the battalion. Yet once her husband took her to Bristol on his way to Plymouth, Kitty would need the support of his family. Williams could already see his funds draining away, for even if Garland helped there were bound to be greater expenses.


‘Now come, all my brave lads, and enlist today in the finest regiment in the whole army!’ The drummer had finished and Lance Sergeant Dobson’s voice carried across the square. ‘The One Hundred and Sixth are taking just a few, high-spirited young men – those whose hearts beat high to tread the path to glory!’


Williams moved to the side, waiting to play his own part.


‘We are the Hundred and Sixth and we are the youngest corps to serve the King. To our enemies we are a terror, and them Frenchies shake at the knees when they see us.’ He paused a moment for effect. ‘Almost as much as the village maidens’ hearts flutter at the sight of a fine young buck in the red facings of the Hundred and Sixth!’ Williams could not see Dobson through the crowd, but knew that he would now direct a wink and gesture towards the comeliest woman in sight. ‘Aye, miss, you know what I mean!’ There was laughter, as well as a few squeals of shock.


‘Look at me,’ said Dobson. ‘Almost an old man, and yet here I am with a new young wife just this year. Beautiful she is, and almost straight out of the nursery.’


That was generous, and hid a tragedy. Dobson’s wife of many years, and the mother of his three children, had died in an accident during the retreat to Corunna. The new Mrs Dobson was widowed a week later. In the army way, they had remarried soon afterwards. Dobson must have been past forty, his gaunt face creased and tanned by a succession of tough campaigns. For all his years, he was as hard as the teak his skin resembled. Annie Dobson was scarcely a child, being twenty-seven, and her looks, though pleasant enough, were far from beauty, not least because she seldom smiled in company. Dobson’s wife was prim and very proper, and Williams had to admit that she had done her husband a world of good. In the past he had been frequently promoted and inevitably broken to the ranks for drinking. The death of one wife, and the arrival of a new one, had changed him, and the old veteran had been sober ever since. Williams hoped it would last.


‘It’s all because of these red facings and the bright red cross on the Colours of our regiment. We’re the youngest corps, and you all know that young men are the bravest and most vigorous.’ Williams imagined the prettiest woman again being singled out. ‘Only the best for the fair, for a beauteous maid can take her pick, can’t she, miss?’ More laughter, and louder, but less convinced squeaks of outrage.


‘That’s the One Hundred and Sixth! Always ready and always steady! The French know it and so do the lasses!’ Williams smiled as there was more laughter from the crowd. The motto was one devised by Lieutenant Colonel Moss, who had fallen in Portugal. Williams had once admired the man, but now understood that he was dangerously unwise and had led the battalion into a tight spot at Roliça, costing many more lives apart from his own. Moss had been ambitious, and ever eager to promote the regiment. Only he had ever used the slogan during his lifetime. Then, months later, it had reappeared as a joke, used more often to speak of women than of the French. Williams suspected that before he joined the army he would have found it vulgar, and yet now it made him laugh. He had marched and fought with the regiment for more than a year. The redcoats were often crude in speech and actions, unbecoming in appearance and had a capacity to drink themselves senseless and behave like beasts that far surpassed even that of his fellow officers. Williams still admired them and trusted them with an affection close to love.


‘We’re the boys who saved the day at Vimeiro – who kept them Frenchies at bay when led by that great hero Sir John Moore, even though they outnumbered us ten to one! But then, who here doesn’t know that one English lad is a match for ten Frenchies!’ Williams might have believed that once. Now he knew that the French were as brave as anyone, and some of the finest soldiers in the world. In truth the wars were going Bonaparte’s way. Austria had surrendered after renewing the struggle earlier in the year, and Spain was on her knees. Britain was running out of allies once again, and there were probably at least ten French soldiers for each redcoat.


‘Talavera, my boys, have you heard that glorious name?’ Williams had to admit that Dobson was good at this game, working the crowd. He idly wondered whether the veteran remembered listening to similar patter on the day he first joined the army. ‘Ah, I see you have. It made our bold commander a lord, and twisted the nose of Bonaparte’s brother, so that he ran off with his tail between his legs and a British boot kicking his arse!


‘We were there, lads, of course we were, showing the way and standing tall amid shot and shell until the Frogs gave in.’


Williams remembered the French bombardment. Most of the battalion was in England, but three companies had been stranded in Spain and he and Dobson and the others found themselves fighting in a unit cobbled together from other detachments. They had not always stood tall, for orders had come to lie down in the long grass. Men had still died, smashed into bloody fragments by cannonballs, and when the French infantry came the redcoats had stood up to face them. Williams had never before seen so bitter a fight. Dobson and Hanley had fallen, fragments of a howitzer shell striking both men in the legs, and they were lucky to escape being burned alive by the grass fires that raged after the fighting was done. Many were not so fortunate, and Williams wished that he could forget the screams of wounded men being roasted to death. No one could tell whether they were British, French or Spanish.


‘Glory, and the path of honour! That’s what I’m offering to any lucky lad chosen to join the One Hundred and Sixth under Colonel FitzWilliam, the son of a lord and as brave and generous a gentleman as you could hope to meet.’


Williams had not yet met his new commander, who had been away during his two brief visits to the battalion since they returned from Portugal. Major MacAndrews had led the 106th after Moss fell. The Scotsman was old for his rank, and had captained the Grenadier Company when Williams first joined. MacAndrews had proved himself a superb battalion commander, but he was not a rich man. FitzWilliam purchased command of the 106th and so the major was once again a subordinate. If it was not especially fair, it was simply the way of the army. In the summer Williams had found himself leading a company at Talavera. It would no doubt be years before he became a captain and won the right to do so. Even in his brief moment of wealth he had owned nothing like the £1,500 needed to buy a captaincy.


‘If that isn’t enough, then I’ll tell you about the rewards. Each man gets a uniform as smart as it is easy to clean.’ Dobson and the other two members of the recruiting party were resplendent in new red jackets and trousers, the buttons gleaming and belts whitened with pipe-clay. The spearhead on his half-pike was polished like a mirror, and a knot of tall red feathers was tucked into the cockade on the front of his shako and towered over the normal white plume of a grenadier, chosen from the biggest men in the battalion. The resplendent martial perfection of the recruiting party was the product of special issues of equipment and many hours of labour. On campaign clothes were faded, torn and patched, if not replaced altogether.


‘And apart from good bread, meat and other vittles, every man gets his tot every day. Now isn’t that better than starving through a hard winter?’ That is what the army promised. What it delivered was a different matter.


‘And think of this. Every day – every single day – the newest young hero receives a bright silver shilling.’ Williams knew that a man was lucky to carry away one shilling a week after the deductions were made for food, equipment and laundry. That was assuming the pay was not months in arrears.


‘That’s wages, isn’t it, my lads,’ said Dobson. Williams had worked his way nearer the front of the crowd now and saw the mixture of expressions, the young men excited by the prospect, while the older ones scorned it as a pauper’s wage.


‘But best of all, when the King gives you the first shilling he adds in a great prize, a bounty no less, to show how much he values the brave fellows who serve him. Here I have a golden guinea.’ Dobson held it aloft. The coin was as highly polished as his buttons. Sadly the sun was hidden behind clouds today and the guinea failed to gleam. ‘Twenty-one shillings, no less. Look at it, lads.’ Dobson held it out on the flat of his palm to show two likely youngsters standing in front of him. Both looked like farm boys and one was barely five feet tall so would have to enlist as a boy at lower pay, but this was not the time for such detail. ‘Look at it, don’t it gleam beautifully?


‘One golden guinea, but that’s not all our King wants to give you. “Dob, old son,” he says to me, “I want the most dashing in my special Hundred and Sixth, and I’ll not have them treated a mite less well than the young heroes they are.” True as I stand before you, that’s what he said.’ Most of the audience laughed, although one of the farm lads stared in fresh awe at a man who knew the King.


A drum stood on the ground, and Dobson now flicked the coin so that it gently bounced on its skin and spun for a moment before falling. ‘So it isn’t just one golden guinea for the lucky few.’ Some recruiters liked to count the coins out one by one, but Dobson reckoned the jingle of coins was more inspiring and so took a purse and emptied it out. Even in the dull light, the gold glittered in the imagination of many who watched them tinkle down. ‘Fifteen bright golden guineas!’


Williams politely pressed through the crowd as they had arranged.


‘That’s just when you join. Clever and brave fellows will soon find themselves promoted to corporal or sergeant, and earning twice as much. Why, they may go further.’ Dobson pretended to notice Williams for the first time. ‘Look at that fine officer over there. A year ago he was my rear rank man, and stood behind me firing his musket at the French.’ That was true enough, although a gentleman volunteer was a very different thing to a private in the ranks. Only the ablest and luckiest private soldier made the leap to commissioned rank, but they were few indeed. ‘Now he’s as fine and rich a gentleman as any you could meet.’ Dobson dropped his voice to a stage whisper. ‘Won’t talk to the likes of me any more!’


Williams paid no attention, and tried to guess which young woman Dobson had earlier singled out. There were a couple of likely candidates, but when one turned towards him he saw the pleasant, plumpish face of a girl of no more than sixteen, ginger hair peeping out from under her bonnet, and knew that this was the one. The officer raised his hat courteously.


‘Would you excuse me, dear lady?’ he said, gesturing to show that he wished to pass. Whenever possible Dobson picked redheads, knowing that his officer was desperately in love with Major MacAndrews’ red-haired daughter. Miss MacAndrews was currently with her mother in Scotland, and Williams had neither seen nor had word from her since coming back to Britain. When he had gone with his sister and Garland north of the border it had been very hard not to keep going and seek them out in Aberdeen.


The plump girl blushed, then giggled a little as she curtsied, stepping back to permit the officer to pass. Williams kept going, raising his hat each time he needed to get past anyone. His small part in the performance was limited, and the rest could be left to Dobson, Corporal Murphy and the drummer. They would soon invite those ‘wishing to apply’ to join them at the Black Lion and there regale them with tales and drinks and convince as many as possible to join. So far Dobson was sticking to small beer, but Williams worried that the task of a recruiting sergeant risked a relapse into his old ways. At least Murphy could drink like a fish and still tell plenty of grand yarns of adventure and loot.


It was unpleasant to have to stretch the truth to convince men to join. At least Williams could be sure that his men would not follow some of the worst practices – getting a man drunk and then slipping the King’s shilling into his pocket, swearing blind the next morning that he had volunteered. There were stories of other sergeants hiding a shilling in a man’s mug, so that he took the coin that way. As he left the square he saw some other recent posters stuck to a wall. One was for the 7th Hussars – the Old Saucy Seventh, as it proclaimed – and in a matter-of-fact tone declared that since ‘… the regiment is mounted on Blood Horses, and being lately returned from SPAIN, and the Horses Young, the Men will not be allowed to HUNT during the next Season, more than once a week’. Williams supposed that the statement was true in its own absurd way, for he had never heard of private soldiers or NCOs in any cavalry regiment ever riding to hounds. He shook his head and walked on.


Before dusk Dobson and Murphy brought him eleven volunteers. Williams found a local doctor well practised in such matters and paid him to give them a cursory inspection. Two were rejected – the first because he could barely see, while the other failed to make the minimum height even with folded paper packed into his shoes. The rest were sworn in by the magistrate. The pair of farm boys were among them, and there were half a dozen who gave their occupation as mill worker. Their desperation was nothing compared to the ninth man, the father whose son had chatted to Williams so happily earlier in the day. His name was James Raynor, and when the whole party marched out of town the next morning his face was hopeless, certain of never seeing his boy again. Williams hoped that he was wrong.


‘Well done, Dob,’ Williams said to the lance sergeant as they marched off the next morning. ‘The colonel should be pleased. At this rate his battalion should be back to full establishment.’


‘Aye.’ Dobson sniffed. ‘Hunger is always the best recruiting sergeant of all.’ The veteran stated the facts, his tone free from judgement. He seemed to think for a while, and then looked at the young lieutenant. ‘Not sure it’s quite “his” battalion yet, though.’


‘I do not follow.’ Williams had found it well worth listening to the veteran’s opinions.


‘The colonel is still a stranger. Hasn’t been with us in any of the actions.’ Dobson had seen plenty of service in other regiments, but Portugal had been the first campaign for the 106th. Since then it had seen plenty of hard knocks. ‘Reckon he’s a smart enough man to want to make us his own.’


Williams was intrigued. ‘How?’ he asked.


‘Best way would be to send off some of the characters who have been with the battalion all the way. Old Mac, of course.’ Dobson grinned. ‘Sorry, sir, I mean Major MacAndrews. Then probably Mr Pringle.’ He winked at Williams. ‘You too, Pug, begging your pardon.’


‘I am only a lieutenant.’


‘You know how to fight. So do the others.’


Williams was still unsure. ‘Then won’t he want us? If he is smart.’ It was best to speak frankly to Dobson, at least in private. The man knew the army and how it worked.


‘Oh aye, he will when the time comes. Up till then he will want to take the battalion by the scruff of the neck and stamp his mark on it. Easier to do that when some of the big characters are off. So I reckon it won’t be long before there are some temporary postings. That’s if he is as smart as he looks.’


They marched on in silence for a while, Murphy and the drummer leading the recruits some distance ahead of them. Williams thought about Dobson’s idea. He did not want to go away so soon, now that there was a chance of seeing Miss MacAndrews again. Part of him wanted to dismiss the veteran’s suspicion. Unfortunately it made a good deal of sense. After a while another thought came to him.


‘How about you, Dob? If he really wants the characters out of the way.’


The grin was even bigger now. ‘Depends how smart he really is.’


Williams knew there was more than one way to take that, but decided not to press the issue. The sun came from behind the clouds and he had to squint as they marched on. It was not strong, but there was still a hint of warmth and that was good to feel on the skin.


‘I think he is smart,’ Williams said after a while, and half hoped that he was wrong.
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‘Here’s to Christmas at home!’ said Williams, raising a glass of Hanley’s champagne. A series of wins at cards had left his friend in funds and inclined to celebrate. Williams loathed almost all alcohol, but the discovery that he quite liked champagne was fairly recent. The toast was one they had repeated often enough on their way back from Talavera, when all of them were weary and Pringle and Hanley both recovering from wounds. Now it rang rather hollow.


‘Well,’ said Hanley thoughtfully, ‘perhaps Spain is more home to me now than England.’ Orders had arrived detaching him from the battalion and sending him back to the war.


‘You were most welcome to stay with my family,’ said Williams.


‘Yes, and the invitation is most kind.’ Privately Hanley was relieved. He and Pringle had visited Bristol and met Williams’ family – as it turned out, in time for his sister to run off. Mrs Williams was severe at the best of times, and he doubted Christmas would be any too jolly. Now that the newly married Mrs Garland was there, no doubt lording it over her sisters, the idea of another visit had little appeal.


‘Do you know any more about your orders?’ asked Truscott.


‘Nothing has been said, although I am to go to London before I leave.’ Hanley mused for a moment. These were his closest friends, and the urge to tell them fought against a growing habit of secrecy. ‘Do you remember Baynes?’
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