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Chapter 1

Brecon, the Welsh – English border, March 1882

 



Simon Fonthill shrugged on his tweed jacket and strode down the stairs, adjusting his tie and smoothing back his hair as he went. For his mother, breakfast was almost as formal a meal as dinner and she insisted that everyone was properly dressed for it. Simon wished to avoid any further confrontation with Mrs Fonthill; there had been enough of these already since he and Jenkins had arrived at his parents’ home three months ago.

‘Morning, Mama,’ he greeted as he walked around the long table and kissed the cheek offered to him. ‘Father out already?’

Mrs Fonthill dabbed her mouth with her napkin and turned to look behind her through the window at the late winter sky, already beginning to turn a bright blue as the early morning mist stole away. ‘He went out while it was still dark, silly man.’ She turned back to Simon. ‘There’s kedgeree under the tureen on the sideboard, but ring for Sarah if you want eggs. You know, Simon, I worry about your father. He’s getting no younger, and to go ditching in this piercingly cold  weather is really most ill-advised.’ She directed a level gaze at her son. ‘Really, my dear, you could have offered to do whatever needs to be done in this ridiculous ditch.’

Simon sighed but avoided her gaze as he loaded his plate. ‘Would have done, Mother, quite happily, if Papa had mentioned it. But you know he still keeps things rather close to his chest.’ He sat at the table, two places down from where his mother presided at the head. ‘Anyway, why isn’t Williams doing the ditching? That’s what he’s paid for, isn’t it?’

Mrs Fonthill sniffed. ‘He’s sick. Estate workers are allowed to be sick, it seems, but not the Major.’ She paused for a moment and then spoke in a lower, even more disapproving tone. ‘Your man Jenkins has gone with him to help.’

Simon paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. ‘Oh, capital. Good for 352. I’ll go and find them and give them a hand as soon as I’ve finished breakfast.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ Mrs Fonthill threw down her napkin. ‘Why on earth do you call the man by that ridiculous number. Doesn’t he have a name like decent Christian folk?’

‘Of course he does, Mother. It’s a Welsh thing. You will remember that when he was in a holding company at the regiment’s depot in the town, there were three other Jenkinses with the same initial, so they were all called by the last three of their army numbers to differentiate them and I suppose it has just stuck. Anyway, he hates his Christian name and prefers 352. Everybody calls him that.’

His mother pursed her lips but remained silent, picking up her discarded copy of the Morning Post but covertly watching her son round the edge of the page as he ate. Mrs Fonthill, a handsome figure in her stiffly bodiced gown, the  blue of it setting off her perfectly coiffed white hair, was a woman of strong opinions and was noted in the county for her hatred of Mr Gladstone and of all things radical. She disliked the unconventional – and her son was unconventional. He continued to avoid eye contact as, head down, he tackled his kedgeree, so she was able to rest her gaze on him and contemplate his . . . his . . . what? His stubborn refusal to conform? His dislike of tradition. His cussed independence? His reluctance to take up a profession or – more acceptably – stay at home and help his father manage the estate? Was it the oxymoronic and seemingly quite unpredictable contradictions in behaviour? In a rural economy that relied on horses, he disliked riding. Born into a military family, he had willingly taken a commission in his father’s old regiment, but left the army early. There was that terrible business of the court martial for cowardice in Zululand, and yet he had been found not guilty and even commended for bravery in later campaigns in South Africa and Afghanistan. He had refused the chance to resume his commission, with guaranteed promotion, but still stayed working for the army as a scout in the field with Jenkins.

Ah, Jenkins . . . ! The two seemed inseparable and it was unquestionably a close relationship. Mrs Fonthill sniffed. Much closer than master and servant should be. It was quite unhealthy. Of course, it was a manly friendship, born of serving together and of risking their lives together – Simon had said that Jenkins had saved his life many times. But it didn’t do to cross the divisions of class. It just didn’t do.

She pushed her reading glasses down her nose the better to regard her son. He was really quite good-looking, she noted, particularly now that, at twenty-seven, he had filled  out a little, and campaigning had even, it seemed, broadened his shoulders. It was his face, however, still brown from the African sun, that commanded attention. The cheekbones were high and the lips, unfashionably unframed by whiskers, were thin and sensitive, though the jaw was firm enough. The nose had sustained a blow that had clearly broken it at some stage – a Pathan’s musket barrel in the Hindu Kush, he had said, or something like that – and left it slightly hooked, giving him a predatory expression. The brown eyes, though, still retained that uncertainty of his youth, as though they were searching for something or someone.

Simon looked up, caught his mother’s gaze and flushed a little. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Mama,’ he said, ‘I will go and change and see if I can go and do a bit of honest ditching. Where did you say they were?’

‘I think they’ve gone to the big field by Wellard’s Cross. Take my hunter if you wish, but be careful. The ground’s hard.’

Another peck on the cheek and he was gone. She watched him leave and slowly shook her head. God had been merciful in finally allowing her to have a son – their only child – but why had He decided to test her maternal instincts with such an awkwardly unorthodox boy? She sighed and picked up the Morning Post to resume her anxious reading about the unrest in Egypt.

 



Simon strode away from the house with a sense of relief. It was good to be out in the clean, crisp air – he had decided to walk rather than take his mother’s brute of a hunter – and he felt a sense of physical satisfaction as his boots crunched through the crust of frost to the grass beneath. Far away, he  heard the plaintive note of a hunting horn. Ah, his father wouldn’t like that! It was distant, but near enough to set a protest of crows fluttering up from the twisted branches of a winter oak. A good day for hunting.

His father’s estate was not large and it took only half an hour’s sharp walking to crest the hill above Wellard’s Cross. Down below he could see the figures of his father and Jenkins, bent beside the hedge as they shovelled away the detritus of winter to clear the ditch. Hedge and ditch care were important parts of estate management in this country, where the wind marched from the west throughout the year, driving the rain before it. Clear ditches were vital if good grazing land was not to be turned into bog and mud. The two men looked up, their breath rising like steam, as Simon approached.

‘Good morning, my boy,’ nodded the Major.

‘Afternoon, bach sir,’ said Jenkins. ‘’Ad a good lie-in, then?’ His voice carried the mellifluous inflection of the Welsh valleys.

Simon ignored the sarcasm but grinned at the pair. At five feet nine inches, his father was of a similar height to his son, but with a much stouter build. He wore his greying hair unfashionably long and his face, too, was free of beard or moustache. His resemblance to Simon was not marked, except for the wide-set brown eyes, which seemed to carry a similar look of doubt and caution.

Jenkins, on the other hand, standing shovel in hand, his feet wide apart and perfectly balanced in the ditch, had the bearing of a cheerful labourer. He measured no more than five feet four inches, but he seemed almost as wide as he was tall, so broad were his chest and shoulders. His face was  tanned like Simon’s but his eyes were as button black as his short, spiky hair and the great moustache that seemed to curve from ear to ear. Perspiration poured down his face to mingle with the hairs that poked above his collarless shirt.

Major Fonthill nodded towards him. ‘I thought a bit of digging might help to rid him of the beer he consumes at the Black Dog,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘But I must say, he works damned hard and he’s cheerful with it.’

Jenkins had the grace to look crestfallen at the mention of the pub. Simon had long ago discovered that the Welshman had many talents, some of them surprisingly arcane. Brave as a bull, he was a superb horseman, a crack shot and possessed a happy disposition that remained undiminished by danger. Incongruously, he also had a sensitive nose for champagne and fine wine. Yet his predilection for beer and public houses was a weakness that often led him into trouble, for too much ale could turn the cheerful Jenkins into an irascible fighting machine. Twice since their return Simon had had to intervene with the local constabulary to rescue the Welshman from an overnight cell after a set-to at the bar of the Dog.

‘I’m ’appy to lend the Major an ’and,’ said Jenkins, gazing at his shovel, then, looking up directly at Simon, ‘Can’t stand doin’ nothin’, look you.’

Simon frowned and nodded. Neither of them quite fitted into the ordered, almost smug routine of the red-brick house on the Borders. After sharing in the horrors of the defeat of the British by the Boers at Majuba Hill in the recent Transvaal War, Simon, at least, had been glad to return to his family home for a while, to readjust and decide what next to do. And Jenkins, of course, had come too. But the disapproval  of the Welshman shown by Mrs Fonthill – particularly after his pugnacious behaviour in the village pub – and Simon’s growing restlessness had introduced a feeling of general unease into the house. Simon sucked in his breath. He couldn’t stand doin’ nothin’ either. But what to do? Where to go?

The hiatus was broken by the hunting horn again, a little nearer now. Simon instinctively looked at his father. The Major had concluded some years ago that hunting was cruel and had given up riding to hounds. More to the point, he had banned the local hunt from crossing his land.

Major Fonthill shook his head at the unspoken question. ‘They know better than to come on to my estate,’ he said. ‘They won’t follow on to my land. Now,’ he handed his shovel to Simon, ‘I would be grateful if the gallant army scout would spell me with this damned thing for a while.’ He picked up a pitchfork. ‘I’ll pile up this bracken, and if we don’t get snow or more rain, Williams can come and burn it when he recovers.’

The three men bent to and worked in happy companionship for a while, the silence broken only by Jenkins’s tuneless whistling – the little man was the only Welshman Simon knew who couldn’t carry a tune. The horn, however, was heard again and it was clear that the hunt was approaching. Above the baying of the hounds, they could now hear the thud of hooves, although no horsemen could yet be seen through the thick hawthorn hedge.

‘Dammit all,’ cried the Major. ‘The fox is heading this way. Why on earth couldn’t they have headed him off after they’d raised him? They know I won’t have them on my land.’

As though on cue, a fox sped like a greyhound through a hole in the hedge less than six feet away from them. Ears laid back and brush in an elegant but terrified line parallel to the earth, it gave them an expressionless glance, then turned sharply to the right and raced away, alongside the hedge up the hill towards a group of trees.

Within seconds, the pack of hounds hit the hole in the hedge and struggled to get through, wedging themselves together in the effort, for the hedge itself was too high for them to leap and too thick to penetrate except by the route taken by the fox. Immediately, the Major leapt to the gap and thrust his shovel across it, denying exit to the lead hound, who was halfway through and who immediately let out a howl of frustration. Within moments, the huntsmen arrived. The leader could not rein in in time and was forced to take the hedge at full tilt, as did the second horse. The rest, as they arrived at the formidable obstacle, milled about on its other side.

The leading horseman, a large man wearing mudsplashed pink and riding a magnificent bay, had cleared the hedge well, and now he skilfully wheeled his mount around as the second rider, taking the jump less ably, nearly pitched over his horse’s head. The two rode up to George Fonthill, who was now firmly wedging his shovel across the gap.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ shouted the bay’s rider, his face flushed a shade deeper than his coat.

‘Morning Colonel Reeves,’ answered the Major equably, making sure that the shovel was firmly fixed before turning to face the rider. ‘I am just making sure that there will be no further trespassing on my land.’

‘Dammit, man. The hunt doesn’t trespass. It clears the land of vermin.’

‘If I want to clear the land of vermin, I will do it in my own way, thank you.’

‘Look here, Fonthill.’ The second rider, much younger and slimmer than the MFH and displaying an extravagant frill of lace at his throat, spoke in a high-pitched voice. ‘We try to avoid your land because we know your views, but sometimes we just have to follow. Now which way did our fellow go?’

Fonthill ignored the younger man and held the Master’s gaze coolly. The big man jerked the reins in exasperation as his bay fretted to be off again, and turned his gaze on Simon and Jenkins, who were watching the turn of events with some dismay. Involuntarily, Jenkins shot a quick glance up the hill, the direction taken by the fox.

‘That’s it, Evans,’ shouted the Master across the fence to his huntsman, ‘set the hounds up the hill to the right. They’ll be able to get through the hedge higher up and pick up the scent. We’ll follow from this side.’

He hauled his horse’s head round to start up the hill, but George Fonthill caught the bridle to prevent him. The bay shied and half reared, causing the Master to sway perilously in the saddle.

‘Don’t grab my bridle,’ snarled the rider, the veins standing out in his neck above his stock. ‘Let go, damn you. Let go.’ He swung his whip up and brought it down across the elder Fonthill’s shoulder, and then lashed him across the head, causing the Major to fall away, one hand held up to his face to protect himself.

At this, Simon sprang forward but slipped in the mud.  Jenkins was quicker. The Welshman leapt to the far side of the rider, pushed the latter’s boot out from the stirrup in one quick movement and heaved the leg up and over the saddle, causing the Master, flailing desperately to regain his lost hold on the reins, to pitch on the ground with a thud. Jenkins nipped around the startled horse and held out a hand to assist the Master to his feet, but the big man cracked him across the wrist with his whip and struggled upright, raising the whip behind his head to bring it down again on the Welshman.

Major Fonthill moved to intervene, but Simon put a restraining hand on his chest. It was some time since he had seen Jenkins in action, and he was not to be denied this opportunity.

Perfectly balanced, as always, the Welshman skipped aside to avoid the lash, seized the Master’s wrist to whirl him round and then, with cool precision, kicked him in the groin. With a gasp like air escaping from a balloon, the big man sank back to the ground, his eyes protruding.

‘I say, you scoundrel, you’ve killed him.’ The younger rider’s jaw had dropped at the speed and ferocity of Jenkins’s attack.

‘No, I ’aven’t killed ’im.’ Jenkins pointed to the Master, who was kneeling on the ground, gasping and holding his testicles. ‘I just kicked ’im in the balls.’ He turned to Simon and his father, as though for support. ‘Look, see, ’e’s movin’ all right. But ’e shouldn’t go around whippin’ people, now should ’e?’ His voice was quite plaintive.

The Major strode forward and bent down by the stricken man, who was now rocking back and forwards on his knees and drawing in deep breaths. George Fonthill looked up at  the younger rider. ‘For God’s sake, Barker,’ he growled. ‘Get down and see if we can get him to his feet. Straight legs and his head between his knees is what he needs now.’

But Barker showed no desire to dismount in the presence of Jenkins, and Simon went to assist his father. Together, they struggled to help the large man, his face still contorted with pain, to his feet and then pushed his head down and instructed him to take deep breaths. Eventually the treatment seemed to bring some relief and the Colonel was able to stand upright. He shook off the Major and Simon with a gesture that bespoke no thanks for their concern, and pointed a finger at Jenkins.

‘That man will go to jail for attacking me in that cowardly way,’ he gasped. ‘I shall bring charges, I promise you. The whole county will recognise you for what you are, Fonthill – a . . . a . . . lily-livered socialist who employs ruffians of the worst kind. You will both suffer for this.’

‘Quite so,’ Barker now joined in, having backed his horse well away from Jenkins. ‘I saw what happened. I am a magistrate and I will give evidence. It was a cowardly, unprovoked attack.’

‘Unprovoked!’ Jenkins’s indignation seemed to increase the Welsh intonation in his voice. ‘The bloody man was whippin’ everybody in sight, so ’e was. It’s ’im who should go to jail, look you.’

‘That will do, Jenkins.’ George Fonthill turned to Reeves. ‘Would you like to rest in our house for a while, Colonel? It might be wise if you are hurt. We could send for Dr Davies from the village.’

Reeves regained his whip from the ground. ‘Certainly not. I shall make my own way to the village: to the police house,  to lay charges. Now if you can show me a gate nearby, I will leave your damned land, Fonthill. But you will be hearing from me shortly. A warrant will be issued for your man’s arrest as soon as I can see the constable.’

George Fonthill pointed to the lower end of the field. ‘By the willow there. Please close it behind you.’

The Master gathered his reins and, limping, led his horse away from the little group. With a reproving glance at the three men, Barker followed him.

The Major held out his hand to Jenkins. ‘My dear Jenkins,’ he said, ‘I am not sure that I approve of your method of fighting, but I am grateful to you for coming to my aid. Most grateful.’

The Welshman shook hands and then looked at the ground in some embarrassment. ‘Sorry, Major. I don’t know any fancy ways of fightin’, see, an’ ’e was a bit big to muck about with. Particularly with that whip of ’is. Sorry, I’m sure, if I’ve given offence.’

‘Well, my man, I’m afraid that you’ve given plenty of offence to Colonel Reeves. But the man is a bully and – what can I say? – a most reactionary sort of fellow. If there was one man I would like to see receive a blow in the . . . whatchamacallit? . . . the unmentionables, then I can assure you that Reeves is the chap. However, I do hope he is not permanently injured.’

Simon picked up the shovels and pitchfork. ‘I feel that’s enough ditching for the day, Father. Perhaps we should get back. I think we may have some preparations to make if Reeves carries out his threat.’

In silence, the three climbed into the little dog cart and, Jenkins taking the reins, made their way back to the house.

As they bounced along the uneven tracks across the small estate, Simon watched the broad back of Jenkins and began to feel growing concern for his friend. Of course the attack had been provoked and, indeed, Reeves had been the aggressor. Technically, he was also trespassing. Simon knew, however, that, should the matter come to court, it would not be as simple as that. Reeves was a large landowner, a member of the county council and a magistrate himself. The hunt was supported by rich men, farmers and workers alike, and it was the custom to cross private land. A counter-charge of trespassing was unlikely to stick. The Master had many highly placed connections throughout the Borders, and in those circles he was a popular man. The main point, however, was that an attack on such a man by a servant would not be tolerated, particularly the mode of attack chosen by Jenkins. So very brutal, the gossip would insist. Such a disgusting way to behave and so typical of what happens when a liberal entertains ‘modern’ ideas! Simon shook his head.

 



Surprisingly, however, Charlotte Fonthill took a different view. Sitting around the dinner table that evening with her husband and son (Jenkins, on his own insistence, always dined with the servants), Mrs Fonthill demanded to be told everything. To Simon’s amazement, his mother threw back her head and guffawed when the details of the affray – or, as she came to refer to it, the Battle of Jenkins’s Boot – were unfolded.

‘Serves the man right,’ she chortled. Then her face darkened. ‘How dare he raise his whip to you, my dear!’

With an inward smile, Simon realised that even if it was the sainted Prince Albert who had attacked her husband, he  would receive the same enmity as if the assailant had been an itinerant tramp. The Fonthills’ was a love affair that was set in concrete.

‘Now, my dears,’ she concluded at the end of the story, ‘the first thing to do is to summon Jenkins into the drawing room and give him a large glass of the best whisky we have. Then we must discuss his defence. There is no doubt that he will be charged, but he must not – he must not – be found guilty. I have an idea, but we must discuss it with him. He is clearly a most resourceful man who deserves our full support.’

Simon smothered a grin. One swing of the boot and dear old 352 had been elevated from the ranks of the boozy underclass to become a friend of the family! Ah well, Jenkins was certainly going to need all the help he could be given.

 



It was clear that Jenkins considered the summons to join the family in the parlour the prelude to a hanging, at least. As he entered and perched on the edge of the chaise longue, he shot a despairing glance at Simon. This was difficult ground for him. Gone was the easy, free-wheeling relationship between master and servant that had existed on the veldt of Africa and the hard scree of India’s North-West Frontier. He had always feared that that warm friendship – not between equals, because that could never be, but between comrades – would end as soon as they entered the family home on the Welsh Borders. And so it had proved, despite all Simon’s solicitude. The family, and particularly Mrs Fonthill, had made it clear that in her house Jenkins was just a servant – and an unruly, alcoholic one at that. He had regretted kicking the Colonel as soon as the boot had gone in.  Not because the act was not deserved, but because he knew it would confirm him to be a savage. He should have taken the whip across the face and then punched the bastard hard. Mrs Fonthill’s welcome now, then, was all the more unexpected.

‘George,’ she commanded. ‘A very large whisky for Mr Jenkins.’

A huge single malt in a shimmering cut-glass tumbler was presented to him – the first he had tasted since, as officers’ mess orderly in the 24th seven years earlier, he had helped himself every evening before clearing up. He sipped thoughtfully. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said. ‘I think it’s an 1873, isn’t it?’

‘Good lord, so it is. How on earth did you know?’

Simon intervened. ‘Oh, 352 is a man of many parts, Father, as . . . er . . . you have seen today.’

‘Indeed.’ Charlotte Fonthill now took charge. ‘Mr Jenkins, I wish to thank you most sincerely for coming to the aid of my husband today. Not that he could not have taken care of himself, you know, but he was most certainly disadvantaged and your intervention was most timely.’

Jenkins shifted on the chaise longue. ‘Yes, well. Thank you, my lady.’

Mrs Fonthill’s former habitual irritation with Jenkins returned momentarily. ‘No. As I have told you so many times. We are not titled and therefore you must not call me your lady. I should be madam or Mrs Fonthill.’

‘Right, then. Yes. Thank you, missus . . . I mean madam.’

‘Yes, madam is perfectly acceptable. Now, back to this distressing incident of earlier today. We have been talking amongst ourselves and we believe that because Colonel  Reeves has some influence here, you almost certainly will be charged.’

Jenkins shot a quick glance at Simon. ‘Does it mean jail, then, miss . . . madam?’

‘Not while I have . . . I mean while we have breath in our bodies. Now look here, the case will come before the local magistrates. We have no idea whether it might be referred to a higher court or whatever. But I have a cousin in London who practises at the Bar and I intend to call him down here to defend you.’

Jenkins shifted again. ‘Very kind of you, madam, but with great respect, I don’t see how a barman can ’elp in this kind of situation, particularly a bloke what’s still practisin’ and learnin’ the job, like.’

Simon and Major Fonthill stifled smiles as Mrs Fonthill sat with her mouth open, her brow furrowed. ‘What? What? Oh, I see. Yes, they’re confusing terms, aren’t they? No, he is a barrister – which means he is an advocate and will speak for you – and he is also a QC, a Queen’s Counsel. You couldn’t do better, I assure you.’

Jenkins was now frowning. He sat silently for a moment and then took a deep draught of the whisky. ‘Thank you, Mrs Fonthill,’ he said eventually, wiping his moustache with the back of his hand. ‘But, you know, I really don’t want anybody to speak for me, see. I’ve always done my own talkin’, like, and I’d rather do it now, if you don’t mind. I really appreciate the trouble you’re takin’, though, absolutely.’

The Major leaned forward. ‘Don’t be silly, man. Sir Roger Chamberlain, my wife’s cousin, is probably the best barrister in the land. It would be most impressive to have him down  here in a magistrates’ court to defend you. He will, of course, do a first-class job and his presence alone, I feel, would score heavily in your favour.’

Jenkins directed another glance at Simon, but the latter, his chin in his hand, staring at his friend, stayed silent.

The Welshman took a deep breath. ‘Yes, well, that’s just the point, see, Major. Gettin’ this great gentleman down from London to handle this piddlin’ little local matter – savin’ your presence, madam – would show everybody that you’re worried about winnin’ and that, without this barman chap, I wouldn’t stand a chance. In fact, I can’t ’elp thinkin’ that the local judges, or whatever they are, would get their backs up a bit, what with posh blokes comin’ down from London, see.’

Mrs Fonthill opened her mouth to speak, but Simon intervened. ‘I think Jenkins has a good point here,’ he said. ‘But 352, who would you want to speak for you? A local solicitor from Brecon, say?’

‘Oh no, bach sir, thank you very much. As I said, I don’t want anyone to speak for me. I will speak for myself.’

‘But you can’t defend yourself!’ The Major exchanged incredulous looks with his wife. ‘A court of law is a sort of ritualistic place, highly disciplined. You have got to know the rules and procedures and to conform to them. You can’t expect to just . . . well . . . talk your way out of it, you know. You attacked a highly respected member of our community and we must put up a well-argued case for you. Frankly, my dear chap, I don’t quite see you being able to do that.’

The room fell silent for a minute and Jenkins took another draught from his glass, emptying it. Simon stood and refilled it.

‘A magistrates’ court, then, is it?’ asked the Welshman eventually.

‘Well, to start with, anyway,’ answered Charlotte Fonthill. ‘It could be settled there or, if the charge is considered serious enough, it could go to a higher court.’

‘Ah well, if it’s a magistrates’ court, then I shall be comfortable enough.’

‘Why is that?’

Jenkins gave a wry, rather shamefaced smile. ‘Back ’ome in Wales, I came up before the local beaks twice and got off twice, see. I just spoke the truth an’ asked a few awkward questions to the fellers who were tryin’ to prosecute me. I must ’ave done well enough ’cos they let me off.’

Simon’s mind went back to his early days as a subaltern in Brecon when the quick wits and barrack-room-lawyer abilities of his servant had helped protect him against the campaign of persecution employed by his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Covington.

The Major sighed. ‘It won’t be that easy here, I’m afraid.’

Jenkins leaned forward. ‘P’raps not, sir, but I’d rather you left it to me. Maybe you and the Captain could be witnesses for me about what ’appened an’ all that, and you, Major, could give me a bit of background information, like, about this trespassin’ business before I go in the dock. But I think I can ’andle it, given ’alf a chance by the judge bloke. You’ll see. Anyway,’ he sat back with an air of finality, ‘I’m very grateful to you all, but that’s the way I’d like to do it.’

Simon stood. ‘Very well, 352. It looks as though your mind is made up, so we must let you get on with it. Of course, we will be witnesses and give you all the help we can.’ He turned to his parents. ‘As I said earlier, Jenkins has hidden  talents. We’ll just have to see if he can deploy them well enough to get himself off this hook. Now, if you’ve finished your whisky, old chap – and I see that you have – we’ll let you get off to bed. We’ll meet again when the summons arrives.’

Although his glass seemed empty, Jenkins upended it one more time to make sure, gave the Major and his wife the benefit of his face-splitting beam, nodded to Simon and left the room. The Fonthills stared at each other.

Mrs Fonthill stamped her foot. ‘If he defends himself, he won’t stand a chance.’

Simon shrugged his shoulders. ‘He can be damned stubborn when he wants to be – but he can also be very resourceful. I just hope that his recent fracas in the Black Dog will not be held against him.’




Chapter 2

A week later, they all assembled in the gloomy magistrates’ court at Brecon. The summons to attend court had been delivered unusually – and ominously – quickly. Three magistrates sat on the bench.

Simon leaned across to his father. ‘Do you know them?’ he asked.

The Major nodded. ‘The two flanking the chairman are farmers. The chap on the left is a great supporter of the hunt, a dedicated Tory, and has a reputation for sending down almost everyone who appears before him.’ He sniffed. ‘The one on the right is a bit more balanced, from what I hear. He farms further west but sits on the county council with Reeves, so is likely to support him. The chairman is new to me but I understand he is some sort of industrialist just outside Brecon. Not a good show, my boy, I’m afraid.’

The usher motioned for Simon and his father to leave the court because, as witnesses in the case, they were not allowed to hear previous evidence. Once in the busy entrance chamber outside, however, Simon left his father, who would be called first, and slipped away up the stairs to the public gallery, where his mother had already taken her seat. He was  anxious to hear the prosecution’s case and he had asked Mrs Fonthill to sit at the back and to save him a seat at the end of the row.

He was in time to hear the clerk of the court open the proceedings by reading the charge against Jenkins, who stood in the partitioned box reserved for defendants, looking rosy-cheeked and freshly scrubbed. Simon’s heart went out to him, for the Welshman had donned his only suit and made every attempt to plaster down his stubbly hair. He bore the appearance of a collier at Sunday morning chapel. But would this air of innocence prevail?

The charge accused Jenkins of assault and attempting to cause actual bodily harm. It was short and to the point and was taken up by the solicitor who appeared on behalf of Reeves, a small, birdlike man who wore his pince-nez on the end of his nose and who, when he spoke, did so with a sniff.

‘May I begin,’ he intoned, ‘by revealing to the bench a little about the defendant’s background.’ He examined a document in his hand and turned to Jenkins. ‘Is it true that you joined the army in 1874 and achieved the rank of corporal?’

Simon’s heart sank. This man had done his homework.

Jenkins beamed and nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

The solicitor’s thin nose rose into the air and he addressed the ceiling. ‘But you were reduced to the ranks, I think, some two years later. Why was that?’

The smile had left Jenkins’s face now. ‘I was forced to ’it a colour sergeant, sir.’

‘Forced! Forced! What do you mean?’

‘I was forced to ’it ’im because he ’it me on the ’ead with’is swagger stick, sir.’ A murmer of laughter ran round the  public gallery, causing the chairman of magistrates to scowl upwards in disapproval.

‘And because hitting someone of superior rank is a serious offence,’ continued the lawyer, ‘you were sentenced to one year’s detention in the army’s detention centre in Aldershot, were you not?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Mr Jenkins, is it not true that you have always been of a rebellious and violent nature?’

‘Well, I don’t know about that, sir, though I don’t like bein’ put upon, like.’

‘Indeed. And is it not true that you often imbibe alcohol to the point that it inflames this violent nature of yours and you get into fights? Eh?’

‘No. Well . . . not often, see.’ Jenkins was now visibly squirming. ‘P’raps once or twice. But it always takes two to start a fight, you know.’

‘Is it not true that since you came to live under Major Fonthill’s roof only three months ago, the police have twice been called to eject you from . . .’ the lawyer referred to his notes, ‘a public house called the Black Dog because you were involved in an affray?’

‘Yes. But I wasn’t the only one, you see . . .’

‘That will do, Mr Jenkins. Now, I want to turn to the events of the morning of the second of March last. If I may, your worships, I would first like to call the Honourable Tobias Barker,’ he gave the magistrates a dry smile, ‘no stranger, of course, to this Bench.’

The elegant second rider came forward and, under careful prompting, gave his account of what had happened in the field near Wellard’s Cross. The facts as he related them were  not specifically inaccurate, but they skilfully shaded the evidence against Jenkins. Major Fonthill had almost unseated the Colonel, who had merely tapped Fonthill on the shoulder with his whip, while Jenkins had moved in as quickly as an assassin and used a gutter fighter’s tactics to wound the Colonel.

The beginning of Reeves’s own testimony was delivered with the Colonel leaning heavily on a stick, until the chairman insisted that he sit. From his chair, Reeves spoke in a voice that seemed to thunder back from the wood panelling cladding the walls. The charge of trespassing was ridiculous. All landowners around Brecon allowed the hunt to cross their land. It was a matter not only of tradition but also of good housekeeping, because the huntsmen kept down the fox population and so protected the sheep flocks. As for his so-called attack on Major Fonthill, it was really the other way around. Fonthill had grabbed his bridle so violently that he was virtually unhorsed and he had merely gestured with his whip to ward off the Major. The attack by the much younger Jenkins had been unprovoked and vicious. As a result, Reeves was still limping and forced to walk with the aid of a stick.

At the conclusion of the Colonel’s testimony, the lawyer turned to the Bench. ‘I intend to call no further witnesses, your worships. I could call the landlord of the Black Dog if my references to the defendant’s behaviour there are challenged, but I have no wish to waste your precious time.’ He turned to regard Jenkins for a moment and sniffed. ‘For the same reason, I don’t even intend to cross-examine Major Fonthill. You have heard enough already to realise that this gratuitous attack on a respected member of our community  by a violent man must result in a custodial sentence, of as severe a nature as the law allows.’

He sat down and a murmur of – what? Appreciation, dissent, agreement? – ran round the old courtroom. For the first time, Simon realised that the public benches were full. His mother grabbed his hand. It was clear from the frown on her face that she felt the prosecution had made a strong case. She leaned towards her son. ‘Sir Roger should have been here,’ she whispered. ‘He doesn’t stand a chance, the silly man.’

Jenkins, however, seemed unfazed. He gave his broad beam to the chairman of the magistrates as the latter asked, with some puzzlement: ‘I understand that you have no one to represent you, Mr Jenkins?’

‘That’s right, your honour.’

‘You will address the magistrates as your worship,’ interjected the clerk testily.

‘Sorry. No. I would rather speak for myself.’

‘Do you have any witnesses you would wish to call?’

‘Yes, your worship, Captain Simon Fonthill and his father, the Major. Then, after that, I would like to ask a question or two of the Colonel, if that’s allowed, like. Might as well get all the ranks in, eh?’

His grin was not returned by the chairman. ‘That is quite in order,’ he said. ‘Now please call your first witness, but,’ he raised a warning finger, ‘I urge you to stay with the point and desist from making facetious remarks. This is a serious court of law. Pray do not waste our time.’

The usher called for Simon, who, swearing at his unreadyness, slipped out of his seat and plunged down the stairs. Luckily, the hall was echoing with the buzz of  conversation as lawyers met clients and witnesses and he was able to stride forward and apologise to the usher for ‘taking a walk’.

In the witness box, facing Jenkins, Simon realised that the Welshman was not as composed as he appeared from the back of the court. He was perspiring slightly and his eyes betrayed his anxiety. ‘Now, Captain,’ he began, ‘much ’as been said ’ere about my character. Would you like to explain ’ow we met?’

Taking a deep breath, Simon related how the two had met in the holding company of the 24th Regiment at Brecon, and how Jenkins had offered to be his servant and been gladly accepted. After leaving the army, they had been together for six years, acting as scouts through the campaigns in Zululand, Afghanistan and Sekukuniland, and had been offered permament positions, Simon as major and Jenkins as warrant officer.

Jenkins’s beam had now returned. ‘Difficult to see, sir, that rank bein’ offered to an ’abitual drunkard, eh?’

‘Quite impossible, I would think.’

‘Thank you, bach . . . er, sorry. Thank you, sir. That will be all. That is . . .’ Jenkins whirled round to beam at the prosecuting solicitor, ‘unless this gentleman would wish to chat to the Captain, like?’

The lawyer raised his eyebrows in disdain and shook his head.

Simon left the court, and as his father was called, took advantage of the usher shepherding the Major into the courtroom to double up the stairs and regain his place at the back of the public gallery. His mother patted his hand. ‘Well done, dear,’ she whispered.

As planned during their week-long preparation for the trial, Jenkins now turned to the question of trespass. Was the Major aware of the custom in the county for land to be crossed by the hunt when in pursuit of a fox?

‘Of course,’ said Fonthill. ‘That is why I wrote specifically to the MFH to explain my position. I took a copy at the time, and if the bench will allow, I will read it.’

The chairman nodded. The Major’s letter was short but polite. It requested the members of the hunt to refrain from riding across his land, asked that if a fox was raised near his estate, it be headed off and that if this was impossible, the chase should be abandoned. Reeves’s reply had expressed his surprise at the request but promised to do his best to accede to it.

‘Ah.’ Jenkins turned to the bench. ‘P’raps your worships would like to hear from the Major why ’e so dislikes ’untin’?’

‘No we would not,’ growled the chairman. ‘Irrelevant. Get to the point.’

Mrs Fonthill turned to her son. ‘They’re against us,’ she said. ‘Anyone can see that.’

But Jenkins was unabashed. He asked the Major to relate exactly what had happened on that morning by the hawthorn hedge. He had not, Fonthill explained, pulled the bridle; merely held it to prevent Colonel Reeves from galloping away up the field. The whip had been used offensively and certainly not with a gentle tap on the shoulder. He had been hit severely across the shoulder and also across the face.

‘Oh,’ enquired Jenkins innocently, ‘enough to leave a mark, then?’

‘Yes. A small one, but enough to sting. Across the forehead, here.’

The Major pulled back the lock of hair that hung over his forehead to reveal a red weal running above the right eye. ‘Here.’

‘Would you care to show their worships that, please?’

The Major turned towards the bench. The three magistrates leaned forward and gazed intently. The chairman made a note.

‘One to us,’ hissed Mrs Fonthill. ‘Don’t remember that showing up before, though, do you?’

‘No, Mother. But damned good point.’

The Major finished his evidence, and to Simon’s surprise, the prosecuting solicitor made no request to cross-examine. ‘Arrogant devil,’ muttered Simon. ‘He thinks he’s got it in the bag.’

Jenkins, with ponderous deference, offered to recall Simon to give his version of events in support of the Major, but again the chairman felt that it would not be necessary and the prosecutor did not demur. Simon bit his thumb. Now came the key element of the trial, Jenkins’s cross-examination of the Colonel. Would the little man have the forensic skill to counter Reeves’s bluster and innate air of superiority – not to mention the obvious bias against him shown by the three magistrates?

It was a surprise, then, when the Welshman took a completely different tack.

‘’Ow tall would you be, then, Colonel?’ he asked.

‘What? What? What on earth’s that got to do with anything?’

‘Oh, come on, sir. It’s a simple question. ’Ow tall are you? Five foot eleven? Six foot?’

Reeves pulled back his shoulders and sat very straight in his  chair. It was obvious, from the care with which he was dressed and the careful grooming of his side whiskers and moustache, that his appearance was important to him. ‘No. Six three.’

Jenkins nodded. ‘Ah, a big man. An’ what weight would you be, then, Colonel? Thirteen stone or something like that?’

Reeves turned to the bench. ‘Look here, this is ridiculous. What’s the point of these silly questions?’

The magistrate on the chairman’s right nodded in agreement but the chairman held up his pencil. ‘I think I might glean a point,’ he said quietly. ‘Unless you specifically wish to avoid the question, Colonel, perhaps you would answer it?’

‘Very well. I’m just under sixteen stone, about two hundred and twenty pounds, for whatever that’s worth.’

‘An’ ’ow long in the army?’

‘Nineteen years.’

‘Cavalry or infantry?’

‘Cavalry. Dragoon Guards.’

‘Ah yes.’ Jenkins nodded his head sagely, for all the world as though he was an ex-comrade chatting with the Colonel in their club. ‘The ’eavy stuff. Big ’orses.’ He paused for a moment. Simon began to sense that Jenkins was beginning to enjoy himself. If he became overconfident it could be dangerous. He had only the most tenuous hold on the chairman’s patience.

‘Now,’ Jenkins resumed. ‘Would it be right to presume that you ’ave ’unted all your life?’

‘Course I have.’

‘Good. Now, take your mind back to when you used your whip on the Major. We’ve ’eard that you just tapped the Major on the shoulder to make him let go of the bridle. Is that right?’

‘Something like that, yes.’

‘But in actual fact you lashed him twice, didn’t you? Once across the shoulder and once across the face?’

‘No, nothing as bad as that. Just a couple of taps.’

Jenkins’s eyebrows rose histrionically. ‘A couple! I thought you said you touched him only once.’

Reeves’s face darkened. ‘Oh, I can’t remember exactly. Once, twice, what does it matter?’

‘Well, with respect, sir, it matters a lot to the Major, ’cos you ’urt him, see, and now you’re sayin’ I attacked you. But more of that in a minute. If you only tapped the Major, ’ow did he get that nasty mark across his forrid, then?’

‘What? I don’t know. Perhaps the end of the whip caught him. I didn’t intend to . . .’ He turned to the bench. ‘I didn’t intend to cause harm, you know. The man was being damned infuriating.’

But Jenkins was continuing. ‘So let’s see. We know now that you gave the Major two bashin’s with that whip of yours. Then, to stop you ’ittin’ ’im again, I tipped you out of your saddle. Do you remember what ’appened next?’

‘What are you driving at?’

‘What ’appened next, Colonel, was that I nipped round when you were sprawled on your arse and put out me ’and to ’elp you to your feet, but you ’it me across the wrist with that bloody whip and then, when you were standin’, you raised it to whip me again, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’ The big man’s eyes were now blazing. ‘And I’d do it again, damn you. How dare you throw me off my horse? And then you kicked me in the . . . er . . . groin. A cowardly, swinish thing to do.’

Jenkins seemed quite unmoved. ‘Right, then. We’ve  established that I tried to ’elp you get up but you wouldn’t let me, slashin’ me with the whip. An’ then you were goin’ to whip me again until I defended myself with me boot an’ stopped you.’ He turned to the bench. ‘So the picture is this, then, your worships. ’Ere’s this big man, on ’is ’orse, who attacks my master, then, when I ’elp the Major, ’e turns on me. Now . . .’ Jenkins sighed for effect. ‘The Colonel ’ere is six foot three and I’m just five feet four, as you can see. ’E’s sixteen stone and I’m eleven stone when I’ve ’ad a scrubdown, like. ’E’s a big man and ’e’s as fit as a fiddle ’cos ’e’s ridden horses all ’is life, ’unts twice a week and carried a big sword in the ’Eavy Dragoons when ’e was servin’. Now, ’e’s got a whip and I am unarmed. Was I goin’ to stand there and let ’im whip me? Of course not. We’re both ex-soldiers. ’E must ’ave known I would defend myself, and I did it in the only way I know ’ow, when faced with a really big man, see. In those circumstances, look you, you just ’ave to use your natural faculties, like. An’ that’s what I did.’

As Jenkins paused, the court stayed silent. The Colonel’s jaw had now dropped and his eyes seemed quite protuberant. Simon smiled. The bench were now regarding Jenkins with, if not sympathy, at least careful attention. Was his rough but logical marshalling of the facts beginning to win them over? Simon was conscious that his father had joined him, standing at the back of the gallery. They exchanged grins. Mrs Fonthill, however, was unaware of her husband’s presence. Her eyes remained fixed on Jenkins as she leaned forward, fist supporting her chin.

The little man had not finished. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘let’s consider this terrible injury I inflicted on you.’

Reeves blew out his cheeks. ‘I won’t have this sneering,’ he  shouted. ‘I was in extreme pain and I can hardly walk, even now.’

‘What about ridin’, then?’

‘I find it incredibly difficult to stay in the saddle.’

‘But Colonel,’ Jenkins’s eyes were now wide in mock astonishment, ‘you can hardly walk or stay in the saddle. Yet you went out ’untin’ last Wednesday and stayed in the field all day. I know, and I can call witnesses to prove it.’

‘What? Well . . . I am recovering a bit, I suppose. I felt I had to stay out, you know . . .’ he turned to the bench again, ‘to set an example. Yes. To set an example . . .’ His voice tailed away and somehow he seemed smaller.

But Jenkins did not wait for his adversary to recover his bluster. Quickly he turned to address the bench. ‘The facts are, your worship, that the Colonel ’as admitted that he struck the first blow or blows – and they weren’t just gentle taps either, ’cos they left their mark. It’s true I tipped ’im off ’is ’orse, but that was to stop ’im further ’urtin’ the Major, an’, of course, I kicked him in self-defence. ’E’s a big man and you can all see ’e ’as a temper, and if I’d let ’im, ’e would ’ave near murdered me.’

He took a deep breath. ‘Now, my lords, we can’t ’ave blokes goin’ round whippin’ other people in this day an’ age, now can we? Whoever they are. It’s the sort of thing that causes . . .’ he cast his eyes up to the ceiling in search of the right phrase, ‘revolutions an’ that. We saw this in Italy. Let them eat cake, wasn’t it? Well, we can’t ’ave that sort of thing in England, or Wales, look you. What I did I did in self-defence.’

Jenkins’s face now adopted a lugubrious air of abject confession. He went on: ‘One last thing: I do ’ave too much  to drink sometimes. It’s when there’s no soldierin’ to be done with the Captain an’ just nothin’ to do. But the lads at the pub will be the first to say that it’s six of one an’ ’alf a dozen of the other, ’cos it always takes two to cause a fight and no one would ever think of bringin’ charges, see. An’ my army record over the last six years ’as been . . . er . . . impecunious; no, impeccable, so it ’as.

‘Sorry, there is one more thing, your worships. The Major showed by writin’ that ’e didn’t want the ’unt on ’is land and the Colonel knew that. So it was a clear case of trespassin’, so it was.’ He stopped, rather like a steam locomotive coming to the station buffers, and looked around as if in desperation. ‘That’s it, then. I rest my whatsit . . . I rest my case, see.’ And he sat down.

A soft sigh, as if in relief, seemed to rise from the public gallery. The chairman of the magistrates raised a questioning eyebrow at the prosecuting solicitor, but the latter merely polished his spectacles and stared back blankly. He made no attempt to rise. Simon realised that the man was clearly out of his depth. A solicitor, not a barrister, he did not possess the skill to cross-examine. Jenkins’s skilled unravelling of the Colonel’s story in the witness box had left him with no ground on which to make a counterattack. He had carefully prepared his case, as a good solicitor should, and given the standing of his client, had expected to win. The wind had turned against him, but he lacked the expertise to trim his sails. He was defeated!

The chairman of the magistrates, the arm of his spectacle frame in his mouth, leaned to his right and consulted his colleague. The latter was frowning and arguing strongly but the chairman was shaking his head in disagreement.

The other magistrate, however, was clearly in concord with his chairman, for their conversation lasted no more than half a minute. The chairman scribbled a note and then cleared his throat. He spoke with a distinctive Midlands accent.

‘We find that the defendant,’ he said, ‘acted in self-defence and is therefore not guilty of the charge of assault and of attempting to cause actual bodily harm.’ A hum of approval rose from the packed benches of the public gallery. Simon saw that the Colonel had risen to his feet, on his red face an expression of disbelief and then fury. Jenkins sat quite impassively, nodding his head slowly, as though in approval of the work of a young student.

‘However . . .’ The chairman had not finished and waved his hand to indicate that everyone should remain seated. He addressed Jenkins. ‘My colleagues and I feel, Mr Jenkins, that we should administer a warning to you as to your behaviour in future. It is clear that you have skills in combat that, if deployed in anger and, more to the point, perhaps under the influence of alcohol, could cause harm to anyone who opposes you. You are cleared of this charge and I very much hope that we shall not see you in this place in future. Now, clear the court.’

Mrs Fonthill stood, her eyes blazing. ‘What an unfair thing to say! That rider was gratuitous.’

‘Never mind, Mother,’ said Simon. ‘We won – no, Jenkins won – and that’s all that matters. Come, let us return home.’

The four of them rode back in the carriage, with the newly recovered Williams sitting outside, up ahead, holding the reins. Jenkins seemed to take their effusive congratulations imperturbably, even shyly.

‘How on earth did you know that Reeves had gone out hunting?’ asked Simon.

Jenkins’s eyes sparkled. ‘Ah, I popped into the Black Dog durin’ the week, just to show that there was no ’ard feelin’s, like. Some of the regulars there work on Colonel Reeves’s estate an’ ’ave no love for ’im. They told me. They’re a good lot really, when they can ’old their liquor, see.’

Simon shot a quick glance at Jenkins, but the Welshman’s face looked blandly innocent. His eyes dropped for a moment then they engaged Simon’s gaze once again. ‘I just felt,’ he said quietly, ‘that I wanted them people in the courtroom to know that workin’-class folk like me, who’ve never ’ad an education, see, are not stupid. That’s why I worked so ’ard at preparin’ what I was goin’ to say and ’ow I was goin’ to do it.’

‘Well, you certainly proved your point, old chap.’ Simon looked out of the window at the cold black hedgerows and realised that Jenkins was not just trying to impress the court. The house they were riding towards also contained his targets.

Mrs Fonthill leaned towards her husband. ‘George, I hadn’t realised that you had been so marked by that infernal whip. Show me now. Ah yes, I see it. But it’s not much of a mark, is it? I’m amazed it stood out so clearly in the courtroom.’

George Fonthill coughed. ‘I must confess, my dear, that we used a touch of artistic licence there. I borrowed a little of your rouge to heighten the mark. Jenkins’s idea. I wiped it off a minute or so ago. Bit of a risk, I suppose, but we sensed that Reeves would lie about using the whip and we had to show the man’s depravity.’ He chuckled. ‘I don’t mind fighting dirty, if I have to. We old soldiers know a thing or two in that line, eh, 352?’

The three men chuckled, while Mrs Fonthill shook her head in disbelief.

The Major and Fonthill insisted that Jenkins join them in another glass of malt whisky before he retired to the servants’ quarters for dinner, and the mood of congratulation continued throughout the meal.

As Simon was about to retire, Mrs Fonthill suddenly snapped her fingers in irritation. ‘Goodness, I forgot in all the excitement of the day.’ She pointed to the sideboard. ‘There, on the tray. A letter from Alice, Alice Griffith, although we must remember to call her Alice Covington now, of course. It arrived this morning. She didn’t know you were home but asked after you. Take it and read it. You were such good friends, and I know you will be interested to hear how she is getting on with helping Covington to run that estate of his in Norfolk.’

Simon paused and then stood stock still. Alice! He realised that, consumed as they all had been with Jenkins’s problems, the last week had been the first time that a day had passed without him thinking of her. Alice, with her fair hair, her enquiring grey eyes, her soft skin – and her honourable but self-sacrificial marriage to Colonel Ralph Covington. She and Simon had finally declared their love for each other on the borders of Mozambique as Wolseley’s campaign against Chief Sekukuni’s bePedi tribe neared its apogee. But the injuries sustained by Covington in that final battle and the subsequent ending of his army career had resulted in Alice’s decision to honour her previous commitment to the Colonel. She and Simon had vowed never to meet again. The wedding had taken place more than a year ago now, here on the Borders, and had been the reason why Simon had stayed  in South Africa, sublimating his anguish by fighting with the British against the Transvaal Boers. Now he forced himself to look unconcerned.

‘Splendid,’ he said. ‘Ah, how is she?’

Mrs Fonthill sniffed. ‘Well enough, it seems, though they’ve had no children yet. And she is getting on now, rather, you know. She’s about your age, isn’t she?’

Simon nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He felt his father’s direct gaze on him.

‘Well, it’s jolly well time she was pregnant. These young girls think they can leave everything to the last minute. It’s not as easy as that, you know. Anyway, I shall write and tell her that you are here and invite her and Covington over for a weekend. You would like that, wouldn’t you, dear?’

‘Well – I’m not sure, Mother. Covington and I never got on, you know. He was behind the . . . er . . . court martial in Zululand. I don’t hold him in high regard, you know.’

‘Oh, stuff and nonsense. That was long ago, and you and Alice were so close. I don’t see why—’

Major Fonthill cleared his throat. ‘I am not sure it would be a good idea, Charlotte. I don’t think you should push Simon on this.’

‘It’s very kind of you, Mother.’ Simon gave his father a wan smile of gratitude. ‘Perhaps we could talk about it over the next few days? I’ll read Alice’s letter in the morning, if I may. I am rather tired now and I need to put my head down. Good night.’

 



The softest of pillows, however, could do little to help Simon banish the vision of Alice that kept dancing before his closed eyes. This talk of her conceiving a child by Covington  tortured him, and although part of him yearned to see her again, that, he knew, would only give the rack a couple of extra turns. He was doing his best to forget her, for God’s sake, and here was his mother dangling her before his eyes and talking of her as though she was a breeding mare! He must get away before his mother brought them together again. But away to where?

He did not drift off into sleep until just before dawn, and almost immediately, it seemed, he was being shaken awake by Sarah, the housekeeper who had been his nurse as a child. ‘Telegram for you,’ she said, her voice showing that she was impressed. ‘Looks as though it’s from the army, so I thought it would be important and you must have it first thing.’

‘Thanks, Sarah.’ He tore open the brown envelope. The address at the top merely said, ‘Horse Guards, London’. The telegram ran:

 



ARE YOU AND YOUR WELSHMAN FREE FOR IMPORTANT CONFIDENTIAL WORK IN EGYPT IMMEDIATELY STOP CAN YOU DISCUSS HERE AT THREE PM 11TH STOP REPLY BY RETURN STOP WOLSELEY

 



Simon read it through again, then slowly let his head fall back on to the pillow. He smiled at the ceiling. A way out, at last?




Chapter 3

Simon nodded to Admiral Nelson, looking down Whitehall from his column in Trafalgar Square, and turned under the white stone archway into the Horse Guards, the command centre of the Queen’s army. He was early but he was not kept waiting and was ushered immediately into the presence of Lieutenant General Sir Garnet Wolseley, the Adjutant General and virtual number two in the military chain of command.

‘Good of you to come, Fonthill.’ The General sprang from behind his desk and came forward, hand outstretched, almost bouncing rather than walking. Wolseley was just below middle height, perhaps five feet seven inches, and smartly suited in mufti, but he looked every inch a soldier: his back ramrod straight, his shoulders squared and a scar running from above his sightless left eye to his cheek, the result of a Russian shell exploding in a trench before the Redan during the Crimean War. His one good eye was bright and bulbous – the other was obviously made of glass – and he had a lofty forehead topped by wavy brown hair. His pleasant features were enhanced by a soft, full moustache and only marred, perhaps, by a receding chin. This, however,  betrayed no lack of guts. Wolseley had proved himself time after time as a brave and astute commander of men in both peace and war, and had long ago been lauded as ‘the very model of a modern major general’ by those lions of British light opera, Gilbert and Sullivan.

‘Congratulations on your appointment as Adjutant General, sir.’

‘What? Yes, well, thank you.’ The General grunted. ‘It carries with it more frustration than satisfaction, I can tell you.’

Simon tried to conceal a smile. The whole army – no, the whole country – knew of Wolseley’s ongoing battle with the Duke of Cambridge, the army’s commander-in-chief and the Queen’s cousin, whose views on military procedure, strategy and tactics had changed little since they were established by the Duke of Wellington after Waterloo, sixty-seven years ago. Sir Garnet’s reforming zeal was constantly running foul of the C-in-C’s conservatism. ‘Sorry to hear that, sir.’

‘Hmm. Rather be chasing Sekukuni out of his holes in those hills any day than sitting here counting beans.’ He gestured to a chair. ‘Sit down. Cigar?’

‘No thank you, sir.’

‘Right. To business. Of course you know a bit about Egypt because you were there in ’80, just before you went down to help out poor old Pommery-Colley in the Transvaal. Went across the desert from Cairo to Suez, I hear?’

Simon shifted uncomfortably. Wolseley was always so damned well informed! Would he also know about the affray in the back streets of Cairo when he and Jenkins were attacked by thieves and were forced to leave one of their assailants with a stab wound to the heart? They had slipped  away from the city before the anti-British authorities could find the body. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘decided to go by camel train. Rather more fun that way.’ Even to Simon, the reason sounded unconvincing.

A slow smile spread across Wolseley’s face. ‘Hmm. And on the way, I gather that you were attacked by desert bandits and that you organised the traders to defend themselves and so brought off a victory previously unheard of in those sort of affairs. Right? Eh?’

‘Something like that, sir, although I wouldn’t go quite that far.’

The General gave a grin that lit up his good eye. ‘I must say, Fonthill, one of the things that intrigues me about you and your man – 428, is it?’

‘Three five two, sir.’

‘Ah yes, 352. Yes, one of the things that intrigues me about you and your Welshman is your ability constantly to get into trouble and equally constantly to get out of it. You do seem to be a most resourceful pair.’ The General drew on his cigar and watched the blue smoke curl up into the air. Simon remained silent. Better not argue or intervene at this stage. There was more to be gained by listening. ‘And that was one of the reasons,’ Wolseley continued, ‘although only one of them, why I wanted to talk to you. I presume that the fact you are here indicates that you are currently not employed and that you have some interest, at least, in what I may have to offer you?’

‘That is so, sir, on both counts.’

‘Good. Now tell me what you know about the present state of affairs in Egypt.’

Simon drew in a deep breath. ‘Well, I know that when the  country went virtually bankrupt in the late seventies, just after we’d bought the Egyptian shares in the Suez Canal and so gained control of it, we gained permission from the Turkish overlords of the place to appoint commissioners, with the French, to oversee the country’s public and financial affairs.’

Wolseley, his eye narrowed, squinted at him through the cigar smoke. ‘Right enough so far. Pray continue.’

‘Our presence there has not exactly pleased the Egyptian underclass, who are not enamoured anyway of what I suppose one could call the rather indolent suzerainty administered by the Turks from Constantinople. The fact that the French took possession of Tunis last spring hasn’t helped, in that it looks as though the French could have ambitions to take Egypt too and extend their North African empire, though we don’t believe this.’ Simon paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. It was typical of Wolseley to test him in this way, and he was damned if he would flounder. ‘Now, it seems to me from what I’ve read in the newspapers that things are beginning to get a bit out of hand: the Egyptian army is adopting nationalistic postures and a formerly obscure colonel named Arabi – a fellaheen or member of the peasant classes . . .’

Wolseley nodded his head in approval. ‘Glad you know the terminology.’

‘. . . is putting pressure on the Khedive, the chap in charge, to change the Egyptian government to make it more, er, radical and representative of the peasants, and also to reduce the number of Circassian or Turkish officers and promote Egyptians. A few months ago, I think it was, he and some of his fellow colonels marched his troops on the Abdin  Palace in Cairo and demanded a change of government, some sort of new national constitution and an increase in the army. I believe he has got his way more or less, and he is obviously a dangerous man, given our investment in Egypt. From what I know, though, he seems to be more or less well disposed to the two great powers, ourselves and France, who are still holding most of the purse strings. Frankly, it all sounds a bit of a mess, but I presume our government is keeping a close eye on things.’

Wolseley nodded slowly and then smiled. ‘Not a bad résumé for an army scout. I can’t see that you could be expected to know more. However, there has been one other development that has muddied the waters further. We – that is the French and the British – recently put our foot in it by issuing some stupid joint note, stressing our determination to preserve the Khedive on his throne and to oppose together any movement that threatened the stability of Egypt. The idea was to cool things down a bit and show that the poor old Khedive has powerful backing, even if he doesn’t get much from the Turks, who put him on the throne. But that act has been interpreted by everybody in Egypt, from the Khedive downwards, as a threat to intervene militarily if this nationalistic movement grows stronger. The fires are being fanned, of course, by most of the other European powers, who are only too delighted to see the French and the British, with their fat fingers in the Egyptian pie, being thoroughly embarrassed. Now Arabi has been appointed Minister for War and is controlling the whole army, if not the country, and the Khedive is becoming a virtual prisoner in his own palace.’
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