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On a clear day, from the top of the high chalk downland, the spire of Salisbury Cathedral may be viewed, a sliver, a needle of light. Chalk downland undulates, dipping and rising, massively, in this direction or another whilst holding little villages, running water, manor houses and grey stone churches in its various green indentations. In one such valley bottom there is a particular village, not large; an estate, perhaps only apparent by a pair of gates in minor disrepair; a wide bend of a river, a church and a rectory, all lost in obscurity, impossible to find.

Within that distant rectory the Rev. Hubert Conway, a widower, not only does his duty by his parishioners in the village of Orchardleigh but, with the aid of his younger brother, keeps a school for preparing young boys for entry to Eton or Winchester.

The rectory has a dining room with three trestle tables, some rooms upstairs with several rows of small sad beds, and a spacious apartment given over to recreation on wet days. It looks over the cricket ground, the meadow that leads to the big house, the garden, the shrubbery and the river. Below, in the cellar, in the cold and the gloom, amongst the boots and the diminutive greatcoats, the lost hats and the winter mufflers, the cricket bats, hoops and forsaken clutter, Sam Jackson regales the boys with those things that make their hearts beat faster with emotions a mixture of horror and delight.

Mr Conway employs Jackson to clean the boots and fetch in the firewood. The man is not able for much else but it is not proper, in the eyes of the rector, to ignore and starve those who have returned alive from fighting tyrants, in particular Napoleon Bonaparte. Mr Conway believes Jackson to be a sad, ignorant fellow with his wooden leg and his single eye, but however ugly and unwholesome a sight, however poor in mental powers, he is yet one of God’s creatures. The rector reasons thus, but Jackson is a fearsome body and it is safe to say the rector actually knows nothing about him. He, perhaps naïvely, assumes youth to be innocent, the souls of the young to be unsullied and Jackson to be merely unfortunate. Waywardness takes Mr Conway by surprise and sins of a more dire nature cause him confusion. He has no concept of original sin, or certainly not after baptism has put all to rights. He is himself perfectly innocent: his pupils, even his three sons, are well in advance of him.

Now he sits at his desk writing letters. He dates each one 18 June 1825. He is aware of it being the tenth anniversary of that great, decisive battle, Waterloo, but he hopes if no mention is made of it his pupils will not heed it, for it is a matter so distracting they will never be got to attend to their Greek: but he has not allowed for Jackson.

As the boys see it, Sam Jackson has only one fault. He lost his leg and his eye at Toulouse, which precluded him from Waterloo. It is but a small drawback, for was he not at Salamanca, Talavera and Vitoria? In the cavernous space of the cellar he sits on an upturned barrel, a short clay pipe clutched between his teeth and, by the light of a single candle, spreads his arms over the heads of his audience, whose eyes are fixed, fascinated, credulous and incredulous by turn.

‘Wide as that, yer vultures were,’ Jackson says, for his fields of action are Portugal and Spain. ‘Yer dead and wounded were breakfast and supper for they, breakfast and supper for weeks on end. Yer looked up at a sky that only sort o’ peeked out from yer rocks, yer rocks being that ’igh an’ yer vultures sort o’ swooned off the edges an’ floated about till they flopped down on yer bodies an’ gobbled ’em up.’

Jackson pauses for effect before adding, ‘They can’t never ’ave known it so lucky: wish yer commissariat ’ad been so regular with the rations, yer lump o’ meat, yer biscuit, yer lump o’ bread.’

‘But Jackson, you buried the dead, you told us you did.’

‘When there was time yer buried the dead. They wasn’t buried none too deep. Turned up the sods with our bayonets an’ the wolves turned ’em up again. Time were in short supply.’

Jackson repeats the last sentence while jabbing his stick at a curly-haired infant in the front row, who half muffles a frightened cry. He then sits back and starts grumbling to himself. ‘March here, march there, march back: dizzying it were. Walk across the river, don’t stop, don’t bend, don’t drink, ’old yer piece above yer ’ead, keep yer powder dry, cross yer plain, climb yer mountain: yer mate gets ’eatstroke, screams and dies.’

He has forgotten the children. One by one they sneak away, reluctant, to fight other battles, in Greek and Latin, on the plains of Troy. Jackson continues his mutterings to the greatcoats and boots and yearns for his rum ration to loosen his bones.

Across the meadow from the village, the church and the rectory, lies an old, rambling, misshapen mansion of no great size or pretension. It stands a little back from the winding river which, in its course, winds around an old heap of stones, here and there one upright or one on another, all that remains of the castle; it winds round an octagonal turret, the Philosopher’s Tower; round a hot, sleepy meadow in which grazes, footfall by footfall, a stout pied pony, the rhythmical tearing of the grass the only sound beyond the chattering of the water; and it winds round an old apple orchard with the trees leaning every which way, but with no breath of a breeze to stir them, as if they play at statues: such is Castle Orchard, though the orchard could never have been the present one but some other orchard of long ago, or the word corrupted from another word, the meaning of which is lost. Such is Castle Orchard at the approach of midsummer.

 

Within the house a woman sat at a table, a woman perhaps verging on thirty years old, perhaps a little younger. It was apparent she took no particular care of her dress or her appearance in general, but to any who could overlook a worn garment and a pair of scuffed shoes of the workaday sort, there was something pleasing about her, though she was tired. Before her were the ledgers that held the accounts for the estate, the home farm and the house. Were these not always tiring? The agent had left them with her that she might understand them before Quarter Day, and when the rents came in, wrest what she could for repairs. Barns must be snug, roofs watertight, gates mended, ditches dug and, not to be forgotten, a pig raised and a barrel of ale provided for the bucolic activities the village, by tradition, associated with 1st May, over for this year but needed for next. Servants must be paid, though these numbered few; tea and sugar bought, salt – the necessities of life that could not be produced at home. The anxiety, the endless struggle, gave her a headache, she who never had headaches. Her mind ran on lists: milk, cheese, butter, beef, mutton and pork, eggs, honey, apples, plums, pears, peas, beans and saladings and sovereigns, half-sovereigns, guineas, pounds, crowns, shillings and pence. It would be easier to let the estate go to ruin.

She closed the books and reached for her pen. It was time she wrote to her half-sister. Louisa was the better correspondent but there were things to be said, especially today. She paused before beginning. Fond as she was of Louisa, she found it difficult to write. She had to practise a certain amount of subterfuge, though without telling lies; gloss over facts; make light of things, though without too much pretending. It was a fine line to walk but Louisa never could be told all: she was too young, and too unworldly, perhaps too happy, to be burdened. Today it should be easier because there was something of which she would like to speak, a recollection, a quiet sadness: there was no one but Louisa to whom she could speak, so she drew the ink towards her, dipped in the pen, started.

 


My dear Louisa,

It is the tenth anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. I dare say you don’t need reminding. You were but a child at the time, but to whom else can I recall our cousin Charles? Because their house was across the garden from ours, he was my childhood playmate, but that you do know, I have so often said it. Dearest Charles. All those young men. Do you remember the day he came to say goodbye?



She laid the pen down for a minute. What would Louisa remember? What would she have been told? Of the latter, nothing creditable to her older half-sister. Would she remember their house in Devonshire thronged with young soldiers, officers, some already in uniform, hastening this way and that, bidding goodbye to their families, joining their regiments? They were sharing transport, exchanging information, gathering about her cousin Charles, because everyone always did, some going to Cornwall, some to Somerset, some stopping the night, some ready to embark. Two or three were from his own regiment, but there were others who were his mere acquaintance: an engineer, a cavalry officer he had, it seemed, gathered on the road. Would Louisa remember all of that or only the subsequent event, the event that had led to her own, not Louisa’s, incarceration, disgrace and all the troubles that had followed? Would she remember Charles finding it a grand excuse for a party, not that Charles had ever needed much of an excuse for one of those, the country dances and the springtime moonlit garden? No, Louisa had probably been sent to bed.

The next thing they knew, Charles was dead. It was the second great sadness in her life. She had lost her mother when she was a child, and at barely eighteen she had lost Charles, who had been to her as a brother. What of that could she say to Louisa? Suddenly the letter seemed harder to write than she had thought. Charles had died on the battlefield. And those other young men, what had been their fate? What carnage, what waste. As a family, they never learnt.

She stood up. Phil should have crossed the meadow and be back from school by now. She went to the window. The river could be seen and the stones of the castle, though Phil always said, crossly, that there was no castle. She could see the orchard. Where was Phil? She then saw Domino, the stout piebald pony, making the most of the June grass. Phil was there, not coming in, making his way towards the pony. He clambered awkwardly onto its back and lay on his front with his fair, curly head facing the tail, his legs hanging down, those skinny legs of which he was inexplicably ashamed. In one hand he held a long stick. She watched him. She looked at the river, the orchard, the view. Phil lay so still he might have fallen asleep. Of what did he dream? All of a sudden he sat up, slid from the pony and half-shouted, though his mother could not hear him, ‘They can’t, they can’t.’

He ran as fast as he could up through the orchard, swinging his stick as if slashing at the buttercups with a sword. He reached the unkempt lawn and ran indoors.

 

Later that day, Robert Conway, a well-built, square-faced lad of twelve years old, the rector’s eldest son, retreated to his own room in the rectory. It was not much of a room, but his own. If your home was a rectory as well as a school, having your own room was an object of importance. His younger brothers slept in the dormitories. Standing at the window, a spyglass in his hand, of the big house he saw nothing but the chimneys, for it was full summer; the surrounding trees were in leaf, and even the garden, such garden as there was, lay hidden by a tall dark hedge.

He had no need of the spyglass to see a woman and a small boy, Phil and his mother, walk out from the garden gate and slowly cross the meadow, hand in hand, the thin, little old dog following behind them. Robert’s expression changed from one of nothing in particular to one of derision. He thought Phil too old to be holding his mother’s hand. There too was the little girl, meandering like a plump bumblebee from one meadow flower to the next. Robert knew nothing of girls. His knowledge was all of boys – the boys in the school, his two young brothers, his cousins younger still – that even such a little girl was almost disturbing. The sensation was dispelled in a moment and his expression deepened to a greater mockery at the sudden appearance of his uncle, Stewart Conway, his father’s younger brother, the schoolmaster, hastening, hastening across the meadow to intercept, to walk and talk. This namby-pamby walking and talking with a woman, a small boy and a little girl was surely food for scorn. Was there also something irregular in the proceeding? Robert, after all the rector’s son, had, at least in theory, a correct knowledge of right and wrong. His uncle, like his father, was a widower, presumably able to walk and talk with whomever he liked, so he could not quite pin what might be amiss.

He turned away. On his bed lay his treasure, his dearest possession. Another uncle, an uncle he had never known, had died of wounds received in Spain. He had been a lieutenant in the 95th Rifles and no regiment could have pleased his nephew more, apart from one of a Light Dragoon. He had come home to die. His mother had kept his uniform and all his military effects but, just before her own death, she had given them to her eldest grandson with the words, ‘I know, my dear Robert, you will revere them as you should.’

He had taken the uniform from its cedarwood trunk and laid the dark green jacket out on his bed because it was the tenth anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo, so what better day could there be for gazing lovingly on the black velvet collar and cuffs, the black silk cord that lavishly adorned the cloth, looped in horizontal rows between the silver ball buttons, of which there were three rows, rising from waist to shoulder and waist to throat, twenty-five in each. He unfolded the tasselled sash of crimson silk and fingered the black leather shoulder belt, the two silver chains that held the whistle and the lion’s head boss. He dedicately touched the silver bugle, the regimental badge, on the shako with the cut green feather. He carefully slid the spyglass to its full extent and, placing it to his eye, again turned to the window. What was he to see? Not, he thought, the chimneys of Castle Orchard, not his Uncle Stewart or Phil and his mother, but rank upon rank of the enemy, mustering on a foreign plain.

Carefully, unwillingly, he put everything away again, left his room, rattled down the stairs and down the stairs again, to the boot room. It was a half-day but Jackson was back there all the same.

He was in full flow. ‘I lost me leg an’ me eye at Toulouse. I gets yer shrapnel in me knee an’ I don’t know what in me eye, but it weren’t no good from then on. Now me knee is worth sixpence a day in pension money. Done it on the field they did, me leg. Assistant Surgeon Patterson it were. ’E said, “It’ll rot, me old fellow, an’ kill yer.” Well, it were all smashed to bits . . . Twenty minutes that took. Yer leg can come off quicker than that, but mine took twenty minutes.

‘Then it’s yer hospital with all the stink an’ the heat an’ the flies. Gawd knows ’ow yer comes out of it alive. Some goes raving mad in there an’ screams night an’ day. Yer never gets a wink o’ sleep. Bloody run yer bayonet through the lot of ’em, I would. Be kinder in the end.’

Jackson was, for a moment, silent, while contemplating his lost limb and the fact that he was still alive, before his mind wandered on. He was inclined to repeat himself; the boys had some of it by heart. He shifted his weight to make his absent leg more comfortable and said, ‘Boys nowadays is soft as butter. There were boys in the Army some as young as you young gentlemen.’ The sneer in Jackson’s voice was evident as he said the word ‘gentlemen’. He had been a thorn in the side of every officer who ever had command of him, though capable in battle.

‘Sieges, they’re nasty things. One o’ them Spanish places we did in winter with the river all over ice but we still ’ave to get in it an’ walk through it, like pretendin’ it were a field o’ rye more high than yer bellies an’ just as pleasant. Black an’ blue yer was when yer got out o’ that river, frozen from the ice dandling yer about like a babby an’ yer clothes stiff like yer couldn’t bend. Then what? Yer ’ave to dig the trenches what is rock solid while the Frenchies blast yer to bits with grapeshot an’ such.’

The little boys in the boot room stare and shiver but Robert Conway says, ‘Well, what happens then, Jackson?’

‘Yer brings up yer siege train, happen you’ve got it, and blast away at yer walls. A breach is what yer makes. Then yer generals speak an’ say an’ yer gets yer Forlorn ’Ope. Now yer Forlorn ’Ope is those what is ready to go first through the breach an’ yer volunteers are in a rare taking for that sort o’ sport. If yer wants to warm yer blood yer goes forward yerself, like, an’ yer officers is mad for it an’ cheer yer in as if ’twas a party: o’ course they die, most of ’em. Still, there is always more what fills their places. Yer die in odd ways, yer know. Some goes round and round like birds afore they dies.’

 

Castle Orchard must belong to someone. It belonged to a Mr Arthur, known as Johnny to his innumerable friends. He was of that set of gentlemen known as dandies or ‘exquisites’ and they tended to address him as though he were a child. It was not an era in which a man might call his friends by their Christian names, but Arthur gave the impression of never having grown up. He was a slave to all things fashionable – from wearing a frockcoat with a nicety of gathering at the shoulders, a neckcloth just so . . . gloves just so . . . snuffbox, dancing pumps, canes, pins, quizzing glasses, all just so . . . and exaggerated and ridiculous – to never paying his bills and passing his time at the gaming tables. He was even able to set the fashion. His charm lay in his ability to find his own follies and the follies of fashion all amusing – and he laughed away at his own mishaps and escapades, and was declared a good fellow. As for Castle Orchard, he was estranged from it, this rustic retreat, as a man might be from his wife or even his best friend, estranged but unable to break the link that bound him to it.

He was of medium height and slender, but a little pulling in here and a little puffing out there was necessary to retain an elegant slightness of figure. His head was crowned with yellow curls, naturally his own. His face was round and pale and his eyes large, childlike and blue. He had been known to say that as a youth he had been pretty and ethereal – but maturity, for Arthur was past thirty, had made him handsome. He was no longer ethereal except to his creditors, who found in him a curious lack of substance. If he was to be associated with Castle Orchard, it could only be to the little, mostly blue, butterflies that flew, with a dizzying frenzy, over the kidney vetch and trefoil of his native chalk. His nature was that of a butterfly.

It was four o’clock in the afternoon. Arthur had breakfasted and left his lodgings in Half Moon Street. To leave his lodgings was an art, owing to the importunings of the myriads who, able to sneak up the stairs, haunted the landing hoping for some little amount towards their bills. He was making his way to the Haymarket in order to dally in the heavenly delights of the Old Snuff House. He had with him a young friend whom he had decided to patronise. The young friend had the makings of being quite as fanciful a creature as Johnny himself and had lent him a small sum of money, which act needed repaying somehow as it was not at all likely to be repaid in the customary fashion, of which both were aware.

It being June, Piccadilly was thronged with every sort of fashionable vehicle, cabriolets and curricles, each more elegant than the last; gentlemen on the finest horses and wearing the finest coats and boots and waistcoats and neckcloths, and tall hats with curly brims; ladies driving their own horses and pairs of horses matched to the last hair in their tails. Ladies in beautiful habits, with exquisite bonnets, ladies with crests on their cabriolets and liveried footmen and grooms, and the whole conglomeration wishing to be seen in Hyde Park sometime between the hours of four and six o’clock.

Such was fashionable London, aware yet unaware of the other London, a street away, thronged with the working poor, the beggars, the prostitutes, all of whom could arise as one body and become the mob, capable of murder though more often merely breaking windows; the partisan mob either shouting for reform or condemning Roman Catholics, all an excuse to throw stones.

‘Why don’t you ride?’ the younger man asked Arthur, waving his hand in the direction of the mêlée.

‘Oh, I have done, I have done, but a horse is a tiresome thing. I have from time to time given my heart to a horse, but a horse needs a groom and a stable and I’m not a rich man. One hundred and fifty pounds a year, at the least, for a horse and a groom. Whenever I have had a horse it has ended up in the bazaar, and next I look round to find it is being enjoyed by somebody else. Never mind. I don’t really care for riding. My delicate frame will hardly withstand it.’ Here Arthur smiled and laughed, knowing his frame would stand it perfectly well, choosing to make himself ridiculous. At the same time he raised his quizzing glass and stared fixedly at a pretty girl passing by in an open carriage with her mother beside her. His young friend thought this rude, but he knew it acceptable conduct for a dandy, who was expected to be rude to women, to ignore them, leave them without chairs or embarrass them with prolonged attention.

Arthur, as if reading his mind, said, ‘What a delicious, timorous creature, wrapped in fifty layers of gossamer. How stupid she would be if you found yourself next to her at dinner, but yes, a delightful child and to be ogled by me will make her quite the thing. I am conferring a favour by noticing her.’

‘Put that way, I suppose . . .’

‘No need to suppose anything. It is so if I say so. What a horrid crowd. One can hardly get along the pavement. Think of the dust, if the streets were not watered. I should have to retire and live on my estate in order to breathe. What a calamity. What should I do?’

He said no more until they reached their destination. Here, the Old Snuff House provided him with a few cronies, and threequarters of an hour was idled away in choosing and ordering. The young friend felt surplus to requirements and, eager as he was to retain his place beside the august person of Arthur, wondered if it was not the tactful moment to escape . . . but no, he was summoned and told they must proceed to St Martin’s Lane for the purchasing of buttons.

‘My tailor is making a coat,’ Arthur announced.

Silence pervaded while the younger man contemplated the paying of the tailor. Arthur took his arm in a companionable manner. He introduced him here and there. He hesitated before leaving the Haymarket, for he was close to the perfumer’s. His mind went to Oil of Roses but he determinedly turned his back. The young friend dodged a Punch and Judy Show and tripped over some ragged little boys.

‘Your coat is so much the best,’ he said, ‘I wonder you can bear to get another.’

He looked down at his own coat and wished he was less plump. The buttons were under stress.

‘A gentleman must have a new coat,’ Arthur declared, ‘or he would be nothing. I shall go into the country, for it’s June and shortly Quarter Day. The rents, for I take them on a quarterly basis, await me, and I shall rain pounds on the head of my tailor.’ He laughed. ‘Everybody owes their tailor. I should be quite ashamed not to owe him something. Only nobodies, like Allington, don’t owe anything.’

‘Who is Allington?’

‘Why, nobody. Didn’t I say so?’

They were soon absorbed in buttons. The choice was wide. Arthur thought of silk and then of silver and then of gilt or even of gold while rejecting mother-of-pearl. His friend fancied the ivory, but Arthur settled for gilt.

‘Are they not rather dear?’

Arthur gazed at him in mock astonishment. ‘My dear fellow, pecuniary interests may be reflected in the case of horses or opera girls, but not of buttons. They are too important.’ He then, of course, laughed.

They hired a hackney carriage to take them back to Half Moon Street. While the younger man paid, Arthur searched the crowds about his door and on the stairs for anyone who was likely to serve him a writ. For a moment he was uneasy but it was generally understood that Quarter Day would settle any debt of too pressing a nature. He elbowed his way to his apartments followed by his friend, a chorus of voices vying with the barrel organ in the street.

‘Settle our bills, sir, or the law will ’ave yer!’

‘Quarter Day, Quarter Day,’ Arthur answered, airily waving a glove in passing.

The door being slammed on the press, the younger man reached in his pocket to mop his brow, only to find his silk handkerchief gone.

‘Some small urchin will be flogging it, you may be sure, at this very moment. I hope you still have your watch,’ Arthur remarked, placing his cane in a stand amongst a host of other canes.

‘Indeed, I have my watch,’ his friend replied, anxiously feeling his waistcoat, whilst peering at himself in one of the two handsome looking glasses that dominated the apartment. He had been in Arthur’s rooms before and was, as usual, amazed and absorbed by the richness of the clutter. Johnny liked to collect things and was never content unless adding to the cabinets of snuffboxes and boxes for toothpicks; quizzing glasses, watches, rings, bottles of scent and cascades of silk awaited selection. A large dressing case lay open on a table and further bits and pieces spilled out of it.

Arthur’s demeanour suddenly changed. He held up his hand and said, ‘Listen, is that Allington going up? Open the door a crack. Quick, do as I say, Rampton.’

Thus appealed to by name, the young man, though bewildered, opened the door just a fraction. He saw nothing but the debt collectors and duns on the landing, but they then parted like the Red Sea and a voice said coolly, ‘Good day, gentlemen.’

All that could be seen was the long shadow of someone going up the stairs to the top floor.

‘Did you wish to speak to him?’ Rampton asked.

‘Certainly not,’ Arthur replied.

‘Well, he is gone. Did you wish me to speak to him?’

‘No. As you are not acquainted with him, you could hardly halloo him on the stairs as if he were a servant. He was in the street when we went out. He always gives money to the raggedy one-armed beggar on the corner, late of His Majesty’s 299th Foot.’

Rampton wondered why he had been required to open the door to watch the progress of a man, of whom only his shadow could be seen, going upstairs – and to whom Arthur had no intention of speaking.

‘I keep an eye on him,’ Arthur said. ‘Perhaps your father knows him. He frequents the Travellers’. He makes a living in a peculiar way.’

‘My father would not know a man who had to make a living in any way,’ Rampton replied, laughing.

‘Ah, but it would not be apparent. He plays cards.’

‘Who doesn’t?’

‘He wins.’

‘Always?’

Arthur shrugged. ‘He must occasionally lose, if he is dealt a very bad hand.’

‘But he has unbelievable luck?’ Rampton suggested.

‘It’s not luck.’

‘You don’t say he cheats?’

‘I shouldn’t dare say any such thing.’

‘But you believe it?’

‘No, no, besides, he plays no hazard, no games of chance. It is, no doubt, why he prefers the Travellers’, because there they play only whist and ecarté, with no cards before dinner. As you are a member yourself, I hardly need tell you this.’

‘Indeed, I am a member, but I don’t go.’

‘Allington will play piquet, chess, backgammon draughts, but chess is his game.’

‘It would be difficult to cheat at that.’

‘He’s clever – he forgets nothing. I myself give him a game if it is unwise to leave my rooms. There are times when I just can’t get out. Suppose the bailiffs took my snuffboxes? It is my belief Allington makes so much money he can live off it. He has enough to keep a pretty actress.’

Rampton could not help wondering how Arthur could afford to play with this person. After all, if such debts occurred, they were debts of honour: one was required to pay them immediately.

‘It can’t be his sole source of income,’ he said.

‘Oh, he is a half-pay officer but that doesn’t amount to anything. I dare say he got a meagre allowance from his father or his stepfather or whatever he was.’

‘And who was he?’

‘Lord Tregorn.’

‘And he was his stepfather?’

‘So it is said.’ Arthur rolled his blue eyes and smiled. ‘They all say that, don’t they? Except Allington. He says nothing. When I find it judicious to stay at home, I send my servant to ask if he will step down and give me a game. Sometimes he will and sometimes he won’t. From time to time he’s downright rude, which I feel a man in his position has no right to be. If I have a couple of friends in to dine, we ask Allington to join us later in a few rubbers of whist. He won’t always come even then.’ Arthur paused to reflect. He then said, ‘Debts of honour between gentlemen?’ He laid peculiar emphasis on the word ‘gentlemen’. ‘What makes a man a gentleman?’

Rampton had no doubt he was himself a gentleman, but then there was no irregularity attached to his birth.

Arthur continued, ‘But I have not told you the half of his peculiarities. It is, anyway, unfortunate to be in the same lodgings as a military man. I sometimes wish I might change them for that very reason, but I have a good understanding with my landlord, whom I always make sure I pay the moment I get my rents in. Some other might oblige me less.’

‘What’s wrong with a military man?’ Rampton enquired.

‘They are so superior, they have the attitude of one who has seen all. They forget that the rest of us don’t want to see what they have seen, or even to have been to all those foreign places. Think of the blood, the violence, the severed limbs, the floggings, the hardship. We don’t want our sensibilities blunted by fields of corpses.’

‘Perhaps their sensibilities were not very strong in the first place.’

‘How can one tell? Today is the eighteenth day of the sixth month. Had you not considered how we should be celebrating the death of all the young brothers of our friends and acquaintances? I had no younger brother myself, which was a blessing. My father had no one too immediate with whom to compare me. To think a man pays a fortune to buy a commission, say £3,000 for a captain in a respectable cavalry regiment, for a son, solely for the purpose of having the boy’s sensibilities totally deadened before he is butchered. Is it not odd?’

Rampton, who had never before given the matter a moment’s thought, agreed. They were interrupted by Arthur’s servant entering the room with a rose-pink figured-silk waistcoat on his arm.

‘To think,’ Arthur said, ‘when on campaign, they are often unable to change their clothes or wash for weeks. What must that do to a man?’

‘It must make him unbearable, but I suppose they are all in it together, a stable full of brute beasts.’ Rampton was casting envious eyes at the waistcoat as he spoke.

‘Not for you, my friend,’ Arthur said, laughing. ‘You are more full in the figure than me and will do best to stick to a darker shade. Your coat needs altering at the shoulder. The cap of the sleeve could be a little less, I suppose, though it’s useless to endeavour to turn you into a seriously fashionable man.’

‘Why ever not?’ Rampton asked, affronted, for he had been under the impression he was already a seriously fashionable man.

‘Not a hope.’ Johnny Arthur gave his customary peal of laughter. He leaped out of his chair, seized one of his canes and darted about the room while making slashing motions, both at Rampton and his valet, the latter dodging and skipping to avoid him. ‘If this were a sabre I could cut off your head.’

He sat down as abruptly as he had got up. His servant settled to rescuing the dressing case that had been dislodged.

‘Allington has a cane,’ he said.

‘Don’t we all?’ Rampton replied abruptly, not pacified.

‘We all have canes but we don’t need them. They are only for show. Allington’s is more of a walking stick.’

‘Mine is for show,’ Rampton said, picking it up and admiring its fine, flexible length and the little gold knob at the top with his engraved initials. ‘My father had it made for me.’

‘Your father is a poet. Why could I not have a poet for a father? How he would have understood and appreciated me. Alack, it was not so and my father has been dead these last ten years without ever knowing what a treasure he had in his only child. Oh, the filial piety I would have expressed in exchange for a few kind words.’

Arthur took the cane and examined it closely. He then said, ‘The only cane my father gave me was one with which to give me a hiding. Well, that’s not true, but it sounds good. I don’t recall he ever beat me much, but he was so stern and so dull. He would have made a good soldier, he had so little feeling. They can have no feeling or they couldn’t do the things they have to do. You listen to the way they talk. A military man will tell you how a bullet did for his best coursing dog at Salamanca and how he had his favourite horse shot from under him at Vitoria and a couple more after that. He might continue by saying the regiment lost a hundred men that day, or the Army several thousand. What he will not mention is the loss of his best friend and both his brothers. No, no, he is more likely to remark that they had only half a chicken for the officers’ mess and nowhere to eat it but a roofless barn while the wolves ate the corpses outside.’

‘And such a man is this Allington?’ Rampton asked, slightly shocked.

‘How should I know? He doesn’t say enough to me that I should ever find out. Indeed, I believe some military men may be retrained for civilisation – I know of a few – and we must have soldiers or Napoleon would have translated us all into French by now. Your father never wanted you to be a soldier?’

‘Certainly not, though he thought it all very well and good for some.’

‘My father thought to be a soldier would make a man of me and I should come home all glorious, if minus a limb or two. If I wouldn’t be a soldier I must at least be a fox hunter. Now the fox hunter is a soldier manqué, but his injuries are self-inflicted. He thinks himself a hero all the same and his broken bones honourable. My father would hunt when he was seventy-three and then coming off, as was inevitable, my mother must nurse him, attend to his whims and his bad temper. Allington is, I believe, a fox hunter, and under his circumstance, I doubt he’s any safer than my father was in advanced old age. God knows who would nurse Allington. His servant, I suppose, if he was sober.’

Arthur’s own servant here emerged from a closet with an armful of clothes and said, ‘Excuse me, sir, but you asked me to remind you of the time. You are to meet Sir John.’ He spoke with a French accent.

‘Dear me,’ Arthur said, looking at his watch. ‘It takes me hours to dress. I shall be late.’

Rampton stood up to take his leave but there was something on his mind. ‘I defy anyone to say I am not up to the mark. My tailor is the best, yet you say you couldn’t make a fashionable man of me.’ He tried not to sound as peeved as he felt.

Arthur again laughed. ‘My dear fellow, it wasn’t my intention to offend you. It’s just that you are a married man. Whatever induced you to take a wife so young? A married man is nothing, for he’s saddled himself with the very worst thing – domesticity. Didn’t you tell me you aren’t free this evening, for you take your wife to the opera? Domesticity is the end, the bottom, the disaster, the bills, the housemaids, the whooping cough, the child once a year. A mistress one may have, some charming little nothing – I have had one myself when I have been in funds – but a wife is the ultimate rope by which a fashionable man may hang himself.’

Arthur looked teasingly at his young friend, who went away with a long face to take Mrs Rampton to the opera. Arthur himself spent the next hour in adjusting a fresh white neckcloth, a frill of a shirt, a narrow pair of trousers, a coat nipped in at the waist, puffed at the shoulder and lean at the cuff, and the rose-pink waistcoat.

When satisfied, he peeked through his door and finding that most of his tormentors had gone away for their dinners, he went downstairs and into the street and from thence to his club in St James’, where he might quickly lose the little bit of money lent him.

 

Captain Allington was craning out of the window as Arthur walked away down Half Moon Street. The sight of this gentleman, or rather the sight of his very tall, very curlybrimmed hat, evinced no change in his expression. He was not interested in Arthur, though occasionally the words of the Irish songwriter passed unbidden through his head:

 


‘Quite a new sort of creature, unknown yet to scholars, With heads so immovably stuck in shirt-collars.

That seats, like our music-stools, soon must be found
    them,

To twirl, when the creatures, may wish to look round
    them.’



He was leaning from the window in order to see the trees of Green Park, noting, despite the beautiful blue of the June sky, there was still the wisp of a haze induced by too many coal-burning stoves.

He turned his back on the window and surveyed his room. It contained an armchair, two large watercolours of the Cornish coast, a great many books, a writing desk and a table. On his desk lay an unopened letter, addressed to himself, and on the table a large glass bottle half full of sixpences. He crossed the room, picked up the letter, broke the seal and unfolded it, without any appearance of haste. It was, as such, the third he had received.

 


My dearest, dearest Allington,

Please allow me to speak. Every hair on your head is precious to me. I love you, I love you. Please, please listen. How could you think so ill of me?

I know it must seem strange to you to find Smythe here at breakfast. He and Sir John Parkes came here last night, and, not finding you, settled to play cards. I offered them what wine I had, which I thought you would wish, for you never have minded my entertaining, but they were soon drunk and would not leave. What could I do? I retired to bed, they fell asleep and caused no further trouble. Sir John left only a few minutes before you arrived. Pray, believe me.

You have never told me you harbour any great passion for me. I assumed you had an affection for me at the least. You may not love me, but have our hearts not beat as one? Does that count for nothing?

You told me you wished to be able to rely on my fidelity. I am innocent, so innocent, of all you think.

Yours, your most devastated,

Lucy Marietti



Allington screwed this letter up and chucked it in the wastepaper basket without anger or excitement, perhaps disgust. He said, half out loud, ‘Very theatrical, but what should one expect from an actress? No, I won’t see her. There would be tears and she’s not telling the truth.’

His servant came in carrying a jug of hot water. He was a small, neat, middle-aged man with a face screwed up in anxious enquiry.

‘Did you speak, sir?’ he asked.

‘Not really, Nat. Pour me out that water.’ He was still thinking about the letter. Ending such an affair was for the best. It was an expense and he only really wished to spend money that way if it was to lead to something more permanent. He supposed the whole thing had been in the nature of an unsatisfactory experiment. He was, in some ways, an idealist and it had not been ideal, his emotions remaining unscathed when he had rather hoped they might become engaged.

Allington walked through to the bedroom, stripping off his coat, his neckcloth and his waistcoat as he did so. He had been in the boxing salon in Bond Street, hitting the punching bag, an occupation that kept him fit and relieved his feelings at the same time.

His servant obediently poured out the water. He was thinking about the date and the battle but he thought better of mentioning it.

At his washstand Allington pulled off his shirt. He was a man somewhere between thirty and thirty-five, slim and dark-haired but for an odd streak of white rising from his left temple: his back and his chest were deeply scarred.

Later that afternoon he went to the Travellers’ Club. There he played whist. It was not a gambling club, there was no faro, macao or hazard, and no one was likely to lose or gain a fortune in a night’s play. It was a club in which Allington could steadily apply himself after the dining hour to winning rubbers of whist and at no one person’s expense, for the club was the universal player. He could return the markers to the clerk and collect the money when he fancied, a procedure which suited him well enough. In this, he thought, it differed much to playing chess with Arthur, who had a quixotic brilliance, an eccentricity of play which was amusing, but Allington had long since ceased to expect to be paid.

His was not a popular figure nor yet was he disliked. Men were shy of him. He took no alcohol. His tongue was sharp; he was not talkative, but if his views were sought on some issue of the day, he would give a considered reply, often at length.

There was sport to be had out of him. As Arthur had said, chess, draughts, ecarté, backgammon, piquet, were all grist to his mill but chess was preferred. He never challenged others, yet he could be approached, his glass of lemonade purchased for him and a few hesitant suggestions made as to how he might entertain them. They would choose him an opponent, lay out the pieces, and then wager, not on the outcome of Allington’s winning the game but on the time it would take, even which moves might be made. The stake between Allington and his opponent was five guineas a game though he sometimes made it ten if he felt so inclined. From time to time he would take a cut on the general winnings, which could be considerable. Occasionally, if it had been a good game, he refused the money altogether. He would then go over the play, point out what alternative moves could have been made and diversify on the various dilemmas. He did this so rapidly he was rarely understood. Perhaps they traversed the club rules but nothing was said. The bets could be considered as of a private nature and laying wagers of one sort or another was a universal occupation. Captain Allington himself was the exception: he never bet on anything.

On this particular day there were two very young men, mere boys, in the Travellers’ Club, who had managed to fulfil the club criterion of having travelled five hundred miles in a direct line from London, and being anxious for further adventures had the notion of visiting the battlefields of Spain and Portugal, to follow in the footsteps of Wellington’s army. They had the relevant map pulled down on the wall. Wellington’s army had traversed the breadths of Spain and Portugal, back and forth, from 1808 to 1814, rather too long, when the cost was considered, but these two young men had cheered the passing troops, the British Redcoats, when they were children, running beside the soldiers and gambolling like lambs at the thought of war. Now they fell out with one another on the route they should take or which route would be closest to the original.

Someone said, ‘Ask Allington. He was there.’

‘Ask Allington?’ they repeated.

‘Why not? He was there.’

‘But we are not introduced to him, and even supposing we were, we couldn’t ask him.’

The gentleman they spoke to was an old soldier, not afraid of Allington. He got up on two sticks, went to the library and approached Allington himself with the request. Allington, without saying much, entered the map room. The two young men stood back and bowed respectfully. He took up his cane and without further ado said, ‘August the seventeenth 1808, Rolica.’ He pointed to it on the map. The Portuguese name rolled off his tongue.

He continued swiftly, ‘August the twenty-first, Vimeiro. Over December and January, the retreat to Corunna.’

He broke into Spanish, giving the dates of each battle and adding the figures of how many soldiers were lost at each, all the time pointing rapidly to the map. It took him some time to get to the finish, for he covered the sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz and Burgos, before concluding with Toulouse, 10 April 1814. Having done that he said, in Spanish, ‘Why go there? Each one is a graveyard. ¿Es que no tienes otro sitio a donde ir?’

As neither young man had understood a word of what he had said, though they had followed the rapid movement of the cane over the map, they looked at him in bewilderment.

Allington relented sufficiently to translate the last sentence: ‘Have you nowhere different to go?’

One of them said, ‘We thought it would be of interest, sir.’

‘Those battles are too new, too young. Go and see where Hannibal crossed the Alps. If you must go, learn Spanish.’

They thanked him, but when he had gone they looked at each other in confusion. Turning back to the map they again began to plot a route but their heads were spinning.

‘Now, my young fellows,’ the old soldier said, amused, ‘you are not much the wiser. You forget the size of the army – seventy, a hundred thousand men. They are in divisions. First you might follow one bit and then another. He gave you the major battles, not all the skirmishes. There is a jack-in-the-box quality to Allington. You never know what will come out of him. Waterloo killed him, but such a man is wasted in civilian life. It’s the tenth anniversary. You have set yourselves an impossible task. He was teasing you.’

 

It was fashionable to be seen at the opera. To go from the opera, to come from the opera, to attend a rout or a ball, even if only to stand on the stair, meant risking one’s person, one’s horses and coach in the mêlée, the impasse of London’s West End at six o’clock in the evening. Should wheels lock and tempers
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