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The glistening cobblestone streets of Dover were the last place Captain Haig-Mallory wanted to be. Not because of the steady rain that dripped off the flanks of the cavalrymen’s horses and seeped through gaps in the men’s waterproof capes, though that was miserable enough. To a man, they had all been in the army long enough to know that waterproof was a term used in a hit or miss fashion to suggest the material might, at a pinch, keep out a light drizzle for a short time. He spared no kind thoughts for the late Austrian Archduke, or the Kaiser; had it not been for them, in a week Harry Haig-Mallory would have been heading to the altar, anticipating the arrival of his bride-to-be.

Half an hour’s ride had been enough to ensure the rain that ran down their necks off their caps saturated their battledress blouses and shirts. As wet as they were, however, the rain had failed to dampen the men’s optimism for the task ahead. 

When they reached their destination, Dover harbour, the open-sided sheds on the dock provided little relief from the weather while the regiment waited for the ferries to arrive. With their mountains of personal and ancillary equipment piled on the lee side of the sheds, the chill wind quickly cooled the men’s enthusiasm. Some grumbled it was a taste of things to come. The more optimistic reckoned it was better than being shot at, though no one claimed to having ever been the target of enemy fire.

“It’s a good sign,” Haig-Mallory said to Lieutenant Merryweather, one of the young troop commanders in his squadron. “They’re never happy unless they have something to grouse about.”

Late in the afternoon, a long, hodgepodge convoy of ambulances with large red crosses painted on the canvas sides arrived at the dock and parked, nose to tail. Shortly after the convoy’s arrival the first ferry nosed into the harbour from out of the gloom, rounded the breakwater and edged to its mooring. Two more followed. A ragged jeer sounded through the sheds as the first mooring line from the ferry snaked ashore. Moments later, the disgruntled troops watched stretcher bearers and uniformed nurses climb the gangways. 

They did not have long to wait before the first of the long line of walking wounded straggled into an unsteady line at the top of the gangway. In ones and twos they snugged crutches under their armpits then lurched and slid down the wooden gangways to stumble ashore onto the rain-slick planks of the dock. From there they limped and hobbled their way towards the ambulances and queued up to be helped into the dark bowels of the waiting vehicles. Then followed stretcher cases, one after another for over an hour, all bloodied and many with stumps where limbs should have been. Harry took in the faces of his men as they absorbed the pain in the eyes of the wounded, at the heads wrapped in blood-soaked bandages stained with the dirt of battle. 

“We shouldn’t be surprised, Merryweather,” Harry said, as he and the young subaltern watched the casualties make their way slowly across the dockside. “It’s been three weeks already since the first shots were fired. But so many, and so soon?” He shook his head slowly. 

The men looked on while the attendants stacked the wounded inside the ambulances in racks three and four high like so many lengths of cordwood. Huddled with a group of fellow officers in the lee of a mountain of baggage and equipment, Harry watched the shuffling, priestlike procession of the wounded. This was a face of war few had prepared for.  

Harry came face to face with the harsh realization they were headed for France with the vast majority of officers like him, and the men they led — untested. He cast a glance at the men he was commissioned to lead and wondered how many would come back on a stretcher, how many would return unscathed, and how many would lie forever in France. It was a gloomy thought that refused to lift no matter how hard he tried.

While Harry’s men waited for the ferries to unload their cargos of human suffering the wind increased in strength, the rain continued into the gloom of dusk and evening slid into night. One by one the ambulances left in the direction of the hospital, only to return empty a short while later to continue their grim shuttle. Cold, wet and miserable the men turned edgy until eventually, full of drugged and bandaged bodies, the last of the vehicles lurched away.

With the ferries finally emptied of wounded, the King’s Imperial Hussars gathered their gear and prepared to embark. Long after midnight the three ferries cast off, headed for France. As the bow of the first ferry came around the end of the breakwater and out into the open sea, the full force of the gale blowing straight up the English Channel caught it full on the beam. The ferry staggered, its bow heaved then ploughed into the trough in front of the first towering wave. Cold bullets of salt spray blasted the unprotected men on the exposed deck. Harry held on to a brass rail in the first-class passenger lounge, convinced his war would be over before he ever set foot in France.  

After what seemed like hours of physical and mental torture, Harry noticed the ship’s motion lessen and he glanced through the porthole. In the dark, the imposing lighter grey bulk of the chalk cliffs of France loomed a mile or two away on their port beam. Boulogne could not be far off. This could only mean a blessed release from the twisting, heaving ferry, and the end of the revolting smell of the vomit and human feces the mountainous seas had not yet washed overboard from the exposed deck. He dared not think of the mess from the horses in the hold.

“And what lies ahead?” Lieutenant Merryweather muttered. He took a pull from his hip flask and offered it to Harry. Harry shook his head, in part to decline the offer, in part in wonder as to what they were doing there, all five hundred and forty-nine officers, non-commissioned officers and other ranks, about to disembark in Boulogne. 

“Blowed if I know,” Harry replied. “This wasn’t supposed to happen, but it can’t be any worse than this, can it?” Harry fell into silent contemplation.

After several moments, Merryweather gave Harry an odd look.

“What?” said Harry with a frown.

“I thought you said something, Sir.”

“Probably just thinking aloud.” He pointed at the quayside where the ferry was about to tie up. “I’m supposed to be getting married in a few days.”

“Bad luck, Sir.”

“Or bad timing. Suite at the Hôtel Georges Cinq in Paris for the honeymoon. Room service, drawing room, bedroom, even our own private bathroom. Wasted, thanks to the bloody Kaiser.” 

“With accommodation like that you wouldn’t need to leave the hotel.”

Harry scowled at his younger colleague.

“Sorry, Sir. Didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’m in France and she’s still in America.”

“Languishing, no doubt, Sir.”

“I hope so, but it’s not her fault.”

“I don’t think she can expect a postcard from you any time soon. Having a wonderful time. Wish you were here.”

“And I certainly don’t want one from her in similar vein. In answer to your earlier question, Merryweather, this is what lies ahead.” He pointed his swagger stick at the quay and the railway carriages drawn up parallel to it. “At least for the here and now. Best see to your men.”

“Sir.” 

What that entailed was the logistical challenge of disembarking twenty-six officers and five hundred and twenty-three other ranks, most of them seasick, many so weakened they could barely stand. The officers ignored the shouts of the French officials ashore, and the swaying men fell in on the dockside by troop and by squadron, intent on making their way to the waiting trains. 

With his squadron accounted for and aboard the first of the trains, Harry gazed wearily through his compartment window at the nondescript station buildings. With a long hiss of steam and a blast of the whistle, the engine clanked into slow forward motion. The sky lightened a little as they inched their way out of the shadow cast by the cliffs guarding the harbour. Low, rain-laden clouds scudded past the carriages. Each gust of wind drove the rain nearly horizontal and rattled the sides, roof and windows of the carriages like birdshot. In no time the windows steamed up on the inside with the collective breath of the officers crammed into what, in peacetime, amounted to first class compartments. In twenty-four hours, Harry calculated, they may have travelled twenty-five miles, from Dover to Boulogne. This, he surmised as he inhaled the acrid stench of coal smoke, the stink of stale armpit sweat, unbrushed teeth and the unmistakable, wet dog smell of damp wool of the uniforms worn by his brother officers, must be the new pace of war.

The train hissed, lurched and wheezed its way roughly south, away from the heaving misery of the sea and the memory of the nightmare crossing. They stopped frequently, sometimes for a few minutes, as a long-distance runner might while catching his breath; at other times for up to an hour, as if the race were over. Meanwhile the rain lashed a sodden, bleak landscape of sad, look-alike farms and hamlets, small, isolated copses and flattened wheat fields separated by hedgerows, flooded cart tracks and swollen, frothing streams. 

Several hours later, with a prolonged hiss of steam, the train clanked to a halt. With much shouting and stamping of boots, the regiment alighted stiffly from their confinement onto a wooden railway platform. Stupefied by fatigue, and numbed by hunger, they gazed about them at a view of a rolling countryside that consisted entirely of bell tents as far as the eye could see, row upon row, field upon field, to the horizon and beyond.  

Word soon spread they were but one unit in thousands, probably tens of thousands of troops in the nameless staging area for the British Expeditionary Force. Newspaper reporters had taken to filing their stories under the caption, Somewhere in France. To the men, Somewhere was  here, wherever the hell Here was, and it was no use asking. And for how long? Don’t ask. Surely, nowhere could be worse. 

Harry had no idea where they were. Neither had he seen anything like this tent city. He shuddered. The sooner they deployed to the front lines the healthier they would all be. Only sickness lurked here. 

The regiment spent one night at the staging camp where the men uniformly cursed the weather, cursed the mud and cursed the first infestation of lice. That done, they cursed France and they cursed the war, happy to have something to grouse about. 

In the morning came orders to deploy.

A watery sun rose over the sodden staging camp when Harry’s regiment gathered at the makeshift station for the next stop on their journey. It did not take long before their destination became public knowledge — Maubeuge. 

“Never heard of it,” one trooper declared. 

“A dollop of donkey shit on the map of France,” said another with authority. 

“Who cares?” grumbled a third to general agreement it didn’t matter a cuss where this particular dollop of donkey shit was, they were going to it. 

The Hussars boarded their assigned train and waited. Eventually the engine came to life with huffs and wheezes. The train moved intermittently, sometimes several miles at a time, through railway stations that differed only in their names which no one could pronounce. Where they detrained had no station, no name; not even a wooden platform.

In the regiment’s commandeered temporary headquarters, a tumbledown wooden barn that smelled of beaten earth, musty hay and mildew, Colonel Shackleton gathered his officers. 

“We have intelligence,” he announced, “that the enemy is advancing towards Mons with the intention of capturing and crossing the Mons-Condé Canal. If they manage to cross it, they’ll have a clear run for Paris. Our job is to see they don’t. The French in the centre of the line depend on us to protect their flank. We will not let them down, gentlemen. Any questions?”

A captain at the back of the barn raised his hand. “I take it, Sir, the Froggies aren’t capable of looking after their own flank. Why are we supposed to be the ones to bail them out?”

“I know they’re only Froggies, Edrich, but those are our orders. It is not up to us in the field to decide whether they’re worth losing our own men over. People with a lot more gold braid than you or I will ever see make those decisions.”

“Ours is not to reason why,” a major muttered. 

“No bloody balls, those Frogs,” grumbled another, just loud enough to be heard and to mutterings of agreement.

“If there are no further serious questions, prepare your men to move out immediately.”

In thin sunshine that flitted through scudding grey clouds the regiment fell in beside a gravel road that bordered a field of ripe barley. There they waited in stoic silence for someone to give an order. Harry nodded to the corporal major and his squadron moved off. 

An afternoon’s ride brought the four squadrons to a lightly wooded area to the rear of the Expeditionary Force’s forward positions on the south bank of the canal. Harry dismounted and surveyed the scene to his front. Collieries, mine buildings and miners’ cottages offered strongpoints. Slag heaps as high as any in England or Wales provided observation posts for supporting artillery fire. Through his binoculars he could make out some of the infantry’s hastily dug trenches a couple of miles ahead.

“The Hun will have a surprise if he thinks this is going to be a Sunday afternoon picnic,” Harry said to Merryweather.

“Not very sporting of the Hun to come through Belgium,” Merryweather said. 

“I think we’re about to find out the Huns pay no regard to the rules of war any more than the rules of cricket.”

“Fifteen rounds a minute from an infantryman’s Lee Enfield and they won’t know what’s hit them,” Merryweather replied. “The Germans will think it’s machine gun fire.”

“It works both ways. Our chaps will soon discover a horse and a sabre are no match for accurate rifle fire, or machine guns,” Harry said gloomily and glanced at the sky. “Cloud and rain, by the looks of it. Could be worse. At least the horses won’t overheat.”

A rumble of guns, like distant thunder, drifted over the countryside. “Artillery,” Merryweather said. “French or Belgian, I should think. I didn’t see any of ours when we arrived.”

“Let’s hope they’re not late for the show.” A crackle of closer small arms fire rippled across the land. “Sounds like the infantry, rifles and machine guns,” Harry said. “They must be at quite close quarters.”

Lt. Merriweather frowned and turned to Harry. “When do you think we’ll get involved, Sir?” 

“Tomorrow. Or the day after. Or whenever Generals Allenby or Smith-Dorrien decide to commit us. Possibly never. Look to your front. Is this great cavalry country?”

“I see what you mean, Sir. Not exactly open countryside, is it? Too many hedges and ditches and not much flat ground. Way too many places for enemy marksmen to hide and pick us off. Good fox hunting country, though, if you like the jumps.” He glanced at Harry who raised an eyebrow. “I ride with the Quorn at home.”

Harry nodded. “I’m glad you paid attention in class, Mr. Merryweather. One day you may find yourself in my position asking the same question of a young officer. Now see to your men and be prepared to move out at a moment’s notice.”

Merryweather saluted and jogged back to his troop headquarters.

They did not have long to wait. At dawn the next day the German artillery bombardment began. At 9:00 a.m. came the first German infantry assault, concentrated to the right of Harry’s position where the canal took a shallow loop to the north and back, forming a salient.

“It’s the Royal Fusiliers taking the brunt of it, Haig-Mallory,” Shackleton said as he put his field glasses down for a moment. He raised them again to his eyes and grunted. “And the Middlesex, the Hampshires and the Gordon Highlanders.”

Harry trained his own binoculars on the fighting, at least two, probably closer to three miles away. “If they take the bridges, Sir, they’ll have to call us in. The men will give a good account of themselves.”

“Are they ready, Haig-Mallory?”

“Raring to have a go at the enemy, Sir. But they’re raw. They need blooding. This’ll give them an excellent chance to show their mettle.”

“Stay with me, Haig-Mallory. I need my adjutant at my side to keep an eye on the things I may not see when I’m leading the charge.”

“Of course, Sir.”

“Meanwhile, make sure the men and horses are properly fed and watered. We may not have time later on.”

Harry called a trooper over. “Colonel’s orders. To all squadron and troop commanders. Early lunch and pack provisions for twenty-four hours.”

“Sir!” The trooper snapped a salute and fled from the sight of his commanding officer and his adjutant.

At 3:00 p.m. Colonel Shackleton looked up from the dispatch received moments earlier. “General Allenby has ordered a retirement of all troops across a broad front, Haig-Mallory. We’re to take up a defensive position to the rear of the infantry, which will take up new positions south of Mons.” He pointed to the map in his hand. “As soon as we’re told to move out, we will reform here, on a line south of the Valenciennes-Maubeuge road. Our regiment will form the centre of the line of reinforcements.”

“I’ll pass the word. I don’t think it’ll be a popular move, if you don’t mind my saying, Sir. I think the men really want to get to grips with the enemy and give them a taste of Sheffield steel.”

“As Major Shaw-Bingley reminded us a short while ago, though I am not sure he meant me to hear it, Ours is not to reason why, Haig-Mallory.”

“Ours is just to do and die. And into the valley of death rode the six hundred. Or something like that. You’d think we’d learned something in the Crimea.”

“Quite so. And long before that. Meanwhile we wait for the order to retire. Or advance. In the confusion of battle they’re often one and the same thing.”

They waited for the order which did not come until the early hours of the following morning. They moved to defensive positions. New orders arrived within minutes — the 2nd Cavalry Division, which included the King’s Imperial Hussars, would get their chance to fight a rearguard action against the German infantry advance.

Nearly five hundred and fifty men on horseback moved forward under cover of darkness to a position in a heavily wooded area of oak, beech and elm trees and thick undergrowth north of the Valenciennes road. A runner reported back shortly after dawn. “The enemy ’as reached the canal, but they ’asn’t crossed it yet,” the breathless young trooper reported. “The engineers ’as blown all the bridges.” He took a deep gulp of air. “The infantry passed through my position a short while ago.” He sucked in another breath and hopped from one foot to the other. “The Bedfords mostly, Sir. And I recognized the flashes of some of the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment. All very orderly, Sir, like they was out for a bit of shopping in the High Street.”

“Won’t be long, Haig-Mallory,” Shackleton said once the runner left. “They’ll get their blooding whether they like it or not.”

The men chafed. They honed sabres that needed no sharpening. They polished leather and brass until it gleamed fit for the King’s inspection. The NCOs knew it was better than having a bunch of idlers gossiping, spreading rumours, stoking fear and waiting for an order that still might never materialize.

Late in the afternoon word reached them: the Germans were already in Élouges, directly in front of them. 

“I see them, Haig-Mallory.” Shackleton pointed to figures about a mile ahead of their position. “Pass the word to A Squadron to mount and wait for my command.”

“The other three Squadrons, Sir?”

“Major Kerslake and B to remain in reserve with C and D. Take command of A with Merryweather under you. We cut. We thrust. We absolutely do not give chase, no matter how tempting the opportunity. That’s how we lost the battle of Hastings. Leave a few survivors to spread fear. Understood?”

“Sir.”  Harry saluted and left on the run.

The smell of saddle and harness leather and horse sweat drifted into Harry’s nose. He heard the occasional quiet whinny from down the line but for the most part the horses stood still, barely moving a hoof. He found the waiting the hardest on the men’s nerves as well as his own. Pressure built on his bladder. This would be his first taste of action, and virtually to a man theirs also. But for years they had trained and practiced until the charge was imprinted on their brains as second nature. No need for heroic speeches. They had a job to do — Germans to kill, as many as possible while they incurred minimal casualties of their own.

From their concealed position they watched the vanguard of the enemy infantry saunter unopposed down the paved road half a mile away. Some of the Germans advanced with their rifles slung over their shoulders; some carried them loosely in one hand. They gave off the air of self-assurance, of cockiness, with the smell of victory in their nostrils. And who could blame them? A few, perhaps more wary, less experienced or more scared than their brothers, held their rifles at the high port.

The Germans fanned out a quarter of a mile from the edge of the wood when they reached the Valenciennes road, elevated two or three feet above the surrounding countryside with ditches and hedges on either side. Harry estimated perhaps a hundred men, no match for his eager troopers, not with the surprise of an ambush hitting them where it hurt most. He grinned.

Shackleton raised his field glasses to his eyes. Harry saw his forehead furrow. Shackleton lowered the glasses and handed them to Harry. “Tell me if you can see any machine guns.” 

Harry squinted through the lenses. “No,” he said. “I don’t see any.”

“Good. Nor did I. If there’s one thing I fear as a cavalry officer, it’s machine guns. Catch us out in the open on a charge and they’ll make mincemeat of us in no time flat.” He turned his attention to the advancing German infantry. “Make the most of this, Haig-Mallory,” he said without turning his head. “It may be our one and only chance to act as cavalry.”

They waited for the leading section of German infantrymen to advance across recently reaped wheat fields. When the Germans reached within a hundred yards of the woods, Shackleton raised his sabre high over his head. Every trooper held his breath. The bugler put his bugle to his lips, wet them and looked to his side for the word. Shackleton nodded, pointed his sword at the enemy and yelled, “Charge!”
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The bugler blew the charge, loud, clear and without waver.

Close to one hundred and sixty cavalrymen yelled in unison as they broke through the undergrowth at the edge of the wood. Bugles blared as they charged across the stubble field at a full gallop with sabres held high.

Caught by surprise, it took several seconds before the bewildered German soldiers reacted. They fumbled rifles, dropped some, cocked bolts and pointed their weapons in the direction of the charging cavalry. A few managed to fire a round before the English horsemen fell upon them. 

Harry closed in on the nearest German soldier and swiped backhand at him. The shock up his arm as his sabre’s blade bit into bone surprised him. He heard a scream and saw the German drop to the ground. Blood spurted in a fountain from a severed artery. Time stood still while Harry watched enthralled as the man’s feet drummed the earth feebly while his arm spewed blood into a widening pool beside him. With a final twitch the man lay still. His bloody, severed hand, flesh, bones, sinews and ligaments stuck out like a hedgehog’s prickles from the wrist. For what seemed forever Harry remained in his saddle, fascinated and at the same time revolted by the sight of the first man he had ever killed, a man who once had a mother and a father, brothers and sister most likely, perhaps a wife or a sweetheart. And now, Harry realized, the nameless man lay dead, because I killed him.

A bullet missed Harry’s cheek by a hair’s breadth, leaving a long scorch mark on his skin. He wrenched his attention from the dead man to the German who had tried to kill him. He saw the man work the bolt and raise his rifle. Harry drove his spurs into his horse’s flank. The horse reared and plunged forward. Harry drove the point of his sabre through the man’s eye before he could fire. The blade shuddered as it hit the bone of the socket. The shock drove up his wrist. Harry pulled out his blade and, in a detached manner, took note of the grey brain matter stuck to the blade and the dark red of the man’s blood flowing from the tip. “Nothing personal, old chap,” he muttered. This time he did not watch the German die but urged his horse into the thick of the enemy infantrymen. 

Through the clash of steel and gunfire he heard individual shouts and screams, the neighs of frightened horses and hooves crashing on the dirt and churned-up stubble. Fury drove him to cut and slash at every German he could find. Ribbons of blood flew over his head with each arcing sabre slash. His blade juddered and his wrist jarred as time and again English steel struck German bone. A warm, slippery flow of bright arterial blood ran under the sabre’s pommel, across his knuckles and trickled up his wrist. He wiped the blood from his sabre on his trouser leg, then turned his mount in a tight circle. Out of the corner of an eye he saw a German with his rifle at his hip take aim at him. 

I’m dead, flashed through Harry’s mind. Stupid, careless, thoughtless clot, not searching for danger signals. He faced his killer, spurred his horse and yelled. The German fired. The percussion of the shot rang in Harry’s ears. The bullet missed. Harry lunged at the grey-clad soldier. He swept his sabre down towards the German’s head. The German braced himself and thrust his bayonet. Harry saw the thrust in time, adjusted the arc of his own sabre slash, and parried it. He swept the rifle and bayonet aside and, in one fluid motion slashed the blade of his sabre against the man’s exposed neck. The German fell to his knees, his hands clawing at his throat as dark blood spurted into the air from the severed jugular vein. He pitched forward. The toes of his boots drummed uselessly on the red earth beneath him. Harry turned his horse. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the man lie still. 

Harry lunged at another Hun. He heard the man’s blood gurgle in his throat, imagined it drain into his lungs before it spewed onto the ground as frothing vomit. The man twisted and fell face up. For a moment Harry wondered if the German would bleed to death or drown in his own blood. He wrenched his thoughts away when he heard the bugle sound the recall and sought the bugler to regain his bearings. He reined in his horse and turned it. The horse reared and pawed the air for a second before its front hooves returned to earth with a thud. Harry shuddered at the sound of cracking bone. A glance told him his horse’s hooves had crushed the head and body of the fallen enemy soldier. The German, who would now neither bleed to death nor drown in his own blood, was past caring. Harry dug his spurs into the horse’s flanks. The horse hurdled the body on the hoof-churned, bloody earth and raced back toward the woods. 

A few steps ahead of him Harry saw the figure of a dazed young officer reeling like a drunkard before he fell backward on top of his dead horse.

“Mr. Merryweather,” Harry called out as he slowed to a canter. “I see you are unhorsed. My hand, Sir, and a lift back home if you wish.”

A grin spread over Merryweather’s face. “Indeed, Sir, I do find myself disadvantaged.”

Harry leaned over. With one hand he clasped the subaltern’s forearm and hauled him up. “Take my stirrups, Mr. Merryweather, if you please, and hold on to me.”

“In return, Sir, I shall act as your rearguard should some Hun decide to take a pot shot at us.”

“Most sporting of you,” Harry shouted over his shoulder. With a yell he raked his spurs against his horse’s flanks. The horse leaped forward and galloped to the safety of the trees.

Harry reined in the horse and dismounted. It was only then that he realized his entire body trembled like an autumn leaf. Could it be fear? Or relief that he had survived his first battle unharmed? Is this what it’s like for everyone after a battle? He recalled his first fist fight behind the squash courts at Marlborough school. He had won, skinned his knuckles and suffered a cut lip, but the other boy had gone down gasping for air after a punch to the solar plexus. He recalled shaking, not for a moment, but for minutes, perhaps for as much as an hour after the fight ended. It’s only like this after a battle if you survive, he decided with a tight-lipped grimace.

“Corporal Major,” he called out. 

“Sir!”

“Roll call and casualties, if you would.”

“Sir. Already done, Sir. Two horses lost, Sir. Trooper Smith 898 has a sprained ankle and wrist when he was unhorsed. And you, Sir.”

Harry looked puzzled and shrugged. “Carry on, Corporal Major.”

“Very good, Sir.” The NCO saluted and turned. “You, you and you,” he yelled, pointing to three troopers who had failed to make themselves scarce. “Lookouts. Anything moves, report on the double.”

Life in a cavalry regiment quickly returned to normal, with the senior NCOs running the show, as it should be, as it had ever been since the days of the Norman Conquest.

Harry reported to Shackleton immediately and snapped up a bloody salute, his fingers already sticky with drying, congealing German blood. “Any prisoners, Haig-Mallory?”

“None, Sir. A handful managed to run before we retired. I estimate their casualties at ninety killed or wounded. We can retrieve the wounded for interrogation if needed.”

“They’ll only slow us down.” He thought for a moment. “Not a bad afternoon’s work.”

“For a bunch of first timers, not at all bad, Sir. I can hardly believe what we accomplished, the damage we did, without losing a single man. The power of surprise and the cavalry, I expect, Sir.”

Shackleton remained silent for several moments. “I saw what you did out there, Haig-Mallory. Not only what you did to the enemy, but for Merryweather. You probably saved his life. No question a Hun marksman would have picked him off if you’d left him out there. We’re going to need all our officers before this is over. I’m putting you up for a medal.”

“Sir...?” 

“I don’t know which. It won’t be the big one. I’ll see what I can get for you. The new one, the Military Cross, if I can.” He pointed at a gash on Harry’s thigh. “You’re uniform’s a mess. Get it cleaned up and get that wound seen to by the MO and wash the blood off your hands and face while you’re at it. You look perfectly ghastly.”

Harry peered down at the blood on his hands and thigh. “I hadn’t noticed. It must have been a bayonet. I should take more care. It’s ruined a perfectly good pair of breeches.”

“Have your soldier-servant take care of the repairs.”

Harry opened his mouth to reply when the pain hit. He clamped it quickly shut with a grimace. “The MO, you said, Sir. A good idea. A stitch or two. If there’s nothing else pressing at the moment?”  
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IN THE MAKESHIFT HEADQUARTERS tent that evening, the assembled officers heard the order to move out. Le Cateau was the word. That was the where of it. The when? Nobody knew for sure. The purpose? Hold the front line on the old Roman road from Le Cateau to Cambrai. Be the eyes and ears of the infantry. Seek, find and harass the enemy with ambushes and sneak attacks at every opportunity – charge, cut, thrust and retire. Avoid dug-in German positions and their machine guns. Hit and run. 

Run. “Not with this leg,” Harry muttered. A spasm of pain lanced through his thigh and throbbed with each heartbeat. He decided not to put weight on it. In spite of the dozen stitches it took to close the gash he refused to use a cane or take anything for the pain. He told himself it would be better in a day or two, though at that moment he didn’t believe it. If he had to run, at least it would be on horseback, not on foot. He spared a thought for the poor bloody infantry.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY RUMOUR reached Harry: they were to abandon France and leave it to the French to carry the fight alone. When that rumour proved false they heard of plans to build a stockade, a redoubt, and fight to the last man. Then came the renewed call to head for the Channel ports. Then to concentrate their defenses north of Paris, on the Marne, and repulse the German advance within sight of the spires of Notre Dame Cathedral and the Eiffel Tower.

Colonel Shackleton called an impromptu meeting. “The rumours we have all heard, gentlemen, and which are far more intriguing and interesting than the truth, are, like the vast majority of rumours, false.” He looked for relief in the anxious faces of his officers and found little. “We have orders to continue our sorties at squadron strength against vanguards of the enemy infantry. We will probe, attack and vanish into the woods before the Germans have a chance to mount any serious counterattack. In other words, all the stuff we’ve bloody well trained to do all these years.”

The regiment followed orders, but always retreating, towards Paris and away from the English Channel. Mile after mile they fought a little war against the Germans who had no answer to the cavalry’s tactics. Ambush, kill, demoralize and disappear. Repeat until ordered to stop. Nothing personal, Fritz, but rather you die for your country than I for mine. In the days following their first charge they lost not another man or horse. Some of the men regarded themselves as invincible. The more superstitious crossed their fingers. A few prayed.
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ON THE FIRST SATURDAY in September, with Paris barely thirty miles behind them, the German bombardment began. Well to the rear of the front lines, Harry finished his mug of tea and evaporated milk under the shelter of the large canvas awning that served as regiment headquarters. 

“It’s make or break this time,” Shackleton said. “Let’s hope it’s not a repeat of Custer’s Last Stand.” 

“We’re ready as soon as they drop the flag,” he told Shackleton. “We haven’t fired a shot in days and the men are a little testy at having to spit polish their leather while the rest of the Expeditionary Force and the French take it on the chin.”

“Our turn will come, Haig-Mallory.” Shackleton put his mug down on a folding camp table and lit a cigarette. He sucked in the first drag and exhaled with his eyes closed. Harry saw the slight tremor in his CO’s hands and the deep lines around his eyes and mouth. The obligations and the strain of command, Harry knew, took their toll on senior officers in a way the lowest private soldier would never understand. “Today, tomorrow or next year. We won’t go down without a damn good fight.”

“The French won’t take kindly if we run for Calais, Sir.”

Shackleton regarded Harry closely. “There will be no running for the Channel Ports. They’re cut off. If we lose this battle,” he said in a slow and measured tone, “we lose the war. The Empire will collapse like a leaky balloon and I suspect our way of life will change irrevocably, probably forever. Whitehall and Berlin will come to an accommodation, which won’t sit well with the French. It’s our job to make sure it doesn’t happen.”

Harry looked thoughtful for a moment. “The Hussars won’t let England down, Sir. England can count on it. We have never surrendered, and we never shall.”

“So there’s no misunderstanding, Haig-Mallory, there’s no contingency plan in case things go against us. We’re here till the end.”

“England’s worth fighting for. So is France.” 

“You have to admit though, the Hun may be a savage soldier, but he’s not excitable like the Frenchies. He’ll give you a brutal, but honest fight. Not like the Boer in the last one.”

“You’d know more about that than I, Sir.”

“Take it from me, the Hun’s brave, he’s dedicated and he’s disciplined. He won’t turn tail and run. You can’t trust our allies any further than you can see them with both hands on the table. Sometimes I wonder if we’re fighting the right enemy.”

“The French say we’re only here still because our line of retreat to the Channel’s cut off, otherwise we would have turned tail and run long ago.”

“Not true on either count,” Shackleton snapped, but his voice failed to carry conviction. “Anyway, how do you know what the French think?”

“I read French at Oxford, Sir. I speak it passably well. For an Englishman. My stepmother is Swiss, as was my mother.”

“No harm in speaking French. As long as you don’t become a Frog yourself.”

“No chance of that, Sir. French beer is terrible, even worse than German muck.”

“Damn good wine, though.”

“Yes, Sir. Damn good wine.”

*
[image: image]


STAND TO, HALF AN HOUR before dawn on the fifth day of the battle, saw the men bleary-eyed, sleep-deprived and irritable. Some shaved their leathery, furrowed faces in the pre-dawn dark. Most did not bother. They preferred to wait for the squadron corporal major to bellow, “Never in my life have I seen such a slovenly bunch of idlers and shirkers who have the audacity to call themselves professional soldiers.” This usually preceded breakfast. And breakfast was still an hour or more away, after stand down if they were lucky and the Germans didn’t attack again. 

“Corporal major can’t fire us all,” one wag grumbled. 

“He can fire me any time. I’m sick of this. It’s not fun anymore.”

“It’d leave him fighting the Huns on his own.”

“I’d like to see him try it,” said someone a bit further down the line.

“I’ll hold his coat,” offered another, holding his arms out like he was a bullfighter. 

“And I want a front row seat in the stalls.”

“Look to your front you horrible little man,” a corporal of horse snarled, “or I’ll jump on you from a fucking great height and wrap my fucking rifle around your miserable fucking neck. Cut the cackle. You sound like a bunch of bloody hens in the hen house, and about as fucking useless as a fucking Frenchman in a whorehouse.”  

And so it went, up and down the line until, with the sun fully up for half an hour, the order came to stand down. It now seemed unlikely the Germans would interfere with the start of their day, and even less likely their own generals might throw a spanner in the works with the order to advance before breakfast. All morning and into the afternoon the regiment stood down. The men nervously pissed their tea into sumps in trenches if they couldn’t make it to the stinking latrine in time. And all the while they waited for the call to advance to the front line. Or stay where they were. Or retreat. 

The call came in the evening, after the second stand to and stand down of the day. Grumbling at having their beauty sleep interrupted by inconsiderate officers, they joined four columns of British infantry and artillery in their march toward the River Marne. As night fell, they moved through the reserve line of French poilus in their faded baggy red trousers and blue jackets with both sides spitting and cussing at each other,

When they crossed the river at noon the following day, they found only a few weary German prisoners-of-war guarded by wary, silent French soldiers. The line seemed strangely quiet to Harry as he advanced on horseback at the head of his squadron. “The Huns are pulling back,” came the word. Morale picked up. The clouds of dust the cavalry kicked up seemed less dry and bitter to the men. Whenever they rode through French positions, brass jingling and leather squeaking, the poilus greeted them with enthusiasm, if not exactly as conquering heroes, then at least with slightly less distrust.

“How far?” became the question of the moment.

“Berlin?” one trooper suggested.

“Beyond Reams, or something, so I heard,” said another. He looked around at the dumb faces of his comrades. “What? I don’t fucking know how to pronounce it any more than you, you daft twat.”

“Is it in Germany?”

“Must be. Sounds Hunnish.”

As Harry discovered, Beyond Reims was accurate. The Germans dug in on the heavily wooded crest of a ridge on the far side of the River Aisne. “Any sensible man would take one look at their defenses and decide this might be a good time to start peace talks,” Harry said to Shackleton when they established their encampment later that night.

“Sensible men are in short supply in Whitehall,” Shackleton replied. “And presumably Berlin. But don’t say I said so.” He slipped his field glasses into the leather case and turned his horse towards their makeshift camp.

That night, in the solitude of his tent, Harry’s thoughts turned to Athena, back in America, and realized with a guilty start he hadn’t spared her more than a passing thought in the rush of war, deployment in the field and their first battle. Then the retreat from Mons and the near annihilation of the French and British armies on the Marne. That had been too close for comfort and how they had been spared any involvement was beyond him. In the quiet of the night he only now realized how tense he had been since their arrival in France; that his mind had been focused on the here and now, in particular the imperative to staying alive. 

He wondered if this was a taste of things to come, pushing Athena to the back of his mind while he concentrated on his duties. But one day, he promised, one day he would return to England and marry her. When the war was over. And the way things were going, it didn’t look like that would be by Christmas, unless the Germans had other ideas and they could all go home.

He interlaced his fingers and placed them behind his head while he stared at the canvas above his head flapping occasionally in the light breeze. He heard the stamp of sentries’ feet and their soft calls of “All quiet, Corporal.” He closed his eyes and thought of Athena, beautiful Athena, and of all that had transpired in the turbulent two months since they first met in Washington.
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​3. ATHENA
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“Mr. Forrest Bryan and Miss Athena Fenhagen.” 

Harry turned his head to peer down the receiving line at the newest set of invitees to the British Embassy in Washington: Two more Americans, he had no doubt, destined to pass through his well-ordered life as casually as pebbles tossed onto the mirrored surface of a mill pond. And like the pebbles, equally without question, they would leave scarcely a ripple in his life as they sank without trace, which would suit him just fine. Out of the corner of one eye he glimpsed a beautiful young woman in a white ball gown. She seemed to be accompanied by a balding, bland-faced man in immaculate evening dress, a man who affected  a studied, bored look as he waited with evident impatience to be introduced to Sir Cecil Spring Rice, the British Ambassador.

“Athena Fenhagen, of Cleveland, Ohio, Mr. Ambassador,” Harry heard her say as she curtsied. The British Ambassador took the offered hand and kissed the fingertips.  

“My wife, Lady Florence,” the ambassador said, nodding to the woman at his side. Athena smiled and curtseyed for the introduction, then it was the First Secretary’s turn to introduce her to the next person in line. “Major General, Sir Neville Trevor-Bailey,” the First Secretary said. The major general bowed stiffly, little more than a stoop of his shoulders and a slight nod of his head. “I’m the Military Attaché here at the Embassy. May I present Captain, the Honourable Hereward Haig-Mallory of the King’s Imperial Hussars? Captain Haig-Mallory is my aide-de-camp.”

Harry held the offered hand with delicacy. He elevated his gaze from her elbow length, white kid gloves to her off-the-shoulder white silk gown and her delicate pendant, diamond and pearl earrings. He took in the matching diamond and pearl necklace that rested on the firm, pale skin above the modest swell of her breasts. A dainty filigree of gold wire and tiny pearls held her dark brown hair in place where her dresser had swept it up to the top of her head. A hint of exotic perfume reached him and imprinted itself indelibly in his memory. He admired the light sprinkle of freckles on her cheeks on either side of her small, pert nose that turned up ever so slightly at the tip. Her clear blue eyes seemed to return his smile but surely a woman as beautiful as she could only be mocking him. Nevertheless, he knew he was a lost cause. She was no pebble and he no longer a placid mill pond. He held his breath. The heat rose from the back of his neck to his face as it always did when he was nervous. He decided to do his utmost to convince Miss Athena Fenhagen, of Cleveland, Ohio, that she could complicate his calm and predictable life any time she chose. And now would be a good time to start.

“I’m glad you are able to celebrate Midsummer’s Eve with us, Miss Fenhagen,” Harry said in as formal a tone as he could manage. He found himself barely able to contain the nervous stammer that threatened to turn him into a gibbering wreck and render the lie to his outward polish. “I hope you will do me the honour of placing my name on your dance card.” The last words came out in a rush, but he congratulated himself for not stuttering in the presence of such beauty.

He saw Athena scrutinize his immaculate scarlet and black mess uniform, cut and fitted by John Jones, his military tailor in Saville Row. He could see his face reflected in his boots, and he’d stood extra close to his razor before he’d left his room that evening. He accepted he was no classic Greek god but prayed nonetheless that he had left a good first impression on her. He tried to read her thoughts, to find out if he had scraped a pass mark. Or if he would find himself humbled and insignificant in the presence of this Aphrodite. A single glance of appraisal from her unsmiling lips told him he had failed.

Then Athena smiled. She averted her eyes for a moment as she flicked her gaze on Forrest. He saw her wrinkle her nose, very slightly. She cocked her head and regarded Harry with a raised eyebrow. “I have only just arrived, Captain Haig-Mallory, and my card is empty.”  

“That is hard to believe.” 

She glanced to her side. “I believe we are holding up the line, Captain.” 

Harry realized he still held Athena’s hand. With reluctance he bowed and released it. She moved on without another word. He wondered if a hint of a smile flirted with her lips before it vanished. Could it have been an invitation to dance with her more than the once required to fulfill a social obligation? How could it be? In her sight he must be as  insignificant as he was fifteen years ago on his first day at Marlborough School. A goddess like her must think him as enticing as boiled tripe with Brussels sprouts. And as lowly as something phlegmy typically found in a Petrie dish in the biology lab at school. 

His attention followed her as she made her way to the end of the receiving line. The First Secretary cleared his throat and announced, “Mr. Forrest Bryan,” in a loud voice. Harry’s mind jerked back to the present and he shook the offered hand. “The son of the Secretary of State,” Harry said. “An honour indeed.”

“Here in place of my father, and Miss Fenhagen’s escort for the evening.” Not a trace of warmth accompanied either the forced smile or his voice. Without another word, Bryan followed Athena down the line towards the ballroom, its drapes pale blue and gold silk to match the watered silk wall coverings. Crystal stemware glittered in the light shed by the electric chandeliers. Silver gilt cutlery gleamed. Blue and gold-rimmed, fine bone china place settings sat on spotless white napery. Harry watched Bryan seat Athena at a table and immediately beckon a waiter. He clamped his jaw shut and wrestled his attention from Athena Fenhagen and the aroma of freshly baked bridge rolls to the next couple in the receiving line.

Try as he might to catch a glimpse of her, he did not see Athena again until after dinner and the speeches. When the dance orchestra struck up the first bars of a Strauss waltz, Harry edged towards her. “May I have the honour, Miss Fenhagen?” He forced the words out with his bow in the hope that she might not notice his nervous stutter or see his face turn the colour of his mess jacket. She offered her hand and lowered her gaze.

“You dance well, Captain Haig-Mallory,” she said as they swung through the second corner of the waltz. “Hereward, I believe Sir Neville said. What an unusual name.” She clutched his arm as they glided through the third corner and failed to relax her grip as he guided her through the next steps.

“Named after Hereward the Wake,” he said, once they reached a series of steps that required less concentration on his part. “A Saxon outlaw who led rebellions against the Norman invaders. Possibly a template for Robin Hood. You would deem him a patriot, naturally.” He smiled.

“Naturally.” She moved closer. Harry adjusted the position of his hand on her waist to accommodate her unexpected and welcome proximity.

“I am known to all and sundry as Haig-Mallory, and as Harry to family and a few close friends. And, I hope, to you.”

“Captain Hereward Haig-Mallory. Harry.”

“Of the King’s Imperial Hussars.” He relaxed a little now that the ice was broken and he could navigate his way through the floes with a little more certainty. “We are one of the oldest English cavalry regiments and part of the king’s personal bodyguard. We’re quite famous, at least in England.”

“No doubt, or you would hardly be in Washington. And it’s Athena, if you intend to dance with me more than once. Miss Fenhagen makes me sound like a maiden aunt. I have one of those. I do not wish to be reminded.”

“Athena,” he repeated. “The Greek goddess of something, but I can’t remember what.”

“The daughter of Zeus and the goddess of many things, including wisdom and war.”

“Appropriate, I’m sure.”

“Of the Cleveland, Ohio Fenhagens, Randolph and Minerva,” she continued, as if Harry hadn’t interrupted. “Not as grand as the Haig-Mallorys, no doubt, but the equal to any man, as my father would say, if not better.”

“Minerva. I’m on firmer ground there. The Roman equivalent of Athena.” 

“Correct. And what does Captain, the Honourable Hereward Haig-Mallory do at the British Embassy?” Athena lingered in his arms at the conclusion of the dance while she waited for an answer.

“I’m aide-de-camp to the Military Attaché.”

“So he said. Which means?”

“I’m his general factotum.” 

Athena arched her eyebrows. 

“In true army fashion I do what I am told, when, where and how, and I don’t ask why. I fetch and carry, and try not to forget things, such as where the Attaché left his spectacles, or his attaché case, or the name of the next Very Important Visitor. I’ve no one to boss around and no real decisions to make. I’m a sort of household servant, only at the Embassy. In an army uniform. Very ordinary, really. Quite menial in fact.”

“You’re funny, Captain Haig-Mallory. I always believed Englishmen were insufferable bores.”

“So you’ve met my father.” Harry laughed. The orchestra struck up the first notes of a Lehar waltz. “Shall we dance? If your card is not yet full, of course,” He held his arms out.

“Two in a row, Captain Haig-Mallory? Why, that is somewhat presumptuous.”

He frowned. “I apologize. I.., er..., I shouldn’t hog you to myself.” He silently cursed the return of his nervous stutter and his red ears.

“However, it’s early in the evening and I find my card still has gaps,” she said without either a glance at her card or an attempt to move from the dance floor. “Forrest, my escort this evening, seems to have deserted me in favour of the card table.” She nodded in the direction of a foursome playing cards in a corner near the bar. “I can’t complain. It allows me to pursue my own interests unhindered.”

“Mr. Bryan?” Harry held his breath while he waited for a reply.

She wrinkled her nose, this time without any attempt to hide her evident distaste. “Forrest is a dozen years older than me. Our fathers are acquainted. He stands to become enormously wealthy and probably very powerful in the government one day. And he’s as boring as a bath sponge.” 

In spite of her frosty tone of voice, her glance led Harry to believe his name might be on the race card for the Athena Fenhagen maiden handicap sweepstakes. And he would gladly give anything to take on the role of her bath sponge. One glance at the son of the American Secretary of State convinced Harry the bookmakers would not handicap too severely his own chances at wooing the beautiful Athena Fenhagen. If she were inclined to be wooed by a lowly captain.

At the conclusion of the dance she rested her hand lightly on the three pips of a captain on Harry’s lapel, then brushed his single row of miniature medals. “How did you earn these, My Lord?”

“Not for doing anything courageous, I assure you. And it’s my father who is My Lord, except to family. I’m plain, the Honourable Hereward, second son of a Cornish admiral who, through neither fault nor merit of his own, inherited an earldom. I’m unlikely to inherit either the title or the fortune. Forrest is obviously way out of my league in every respect.”

Athena put a finger to Harry’s lips. “Hush,” she whispered. “Don’t worry about Forrest. I’m sure he’s quite glad there’s someone to take me off his hands while he plays poker.” 

Harry looked stunned. “But...,” he managed before he remembered to close his mouth. He cocked his head. “Do you fox trot?”

“Certainly. I hoped you might ask.” They stepped into the dance which, to gather from the few couples on the dance floor, was not as popular as one might have been led to believe. “As you may have guessed,” she said, “it’s not Forrest’s dashing good looks that cause some women to swoon. It’s his access to power and, of course, his money. I believe he knows I’m immune to those twin charms.”  

When the orchestra took a break, Harry escorted Athena to her table. Bryan looked up from his card hand and gave Athena an imperious, dismissive wave. “Don’t mind me, Athena. Help yourself to Champagne.” He returned to the examination of his hand and the pot on the table top. He played his hand and raked the pot towards him.

Bryan glanced around the table of men, leaned back in his chair and squinted over his shoulder at Harry. “Haig-Mallory, isn’t it?”

Harry nodded.

“I’m not much of a dancer. Can’t stand it, to be honest. A waste of time. Vertical substitute, I call it, and a poor substitute for the real thing.” His companions guffawed. A look of horror spread across Harry’s face as the blood rushed to the surface. He touched Athena’s elbow and led her away from the table.

“What an appalling thing to say!” Harry lowered his voice but failed to hide his abhorrence at Bryan’s remark.

Athena shrugged. “That’s Forrest all over. Unlike his father, he’ll never make it as a diplomat.”

Harry shuddered. “He shows no regard for your sensibilities.”

Athena laughed. “You sound like something out of Jane Austen or the Brontë sisters.”

“I bow to your greater judgement on the subject, not having read either. Although,” he added hastily, “I’m led to believe their heroines displayed good manners, which is more than I can say for Mr. Bryan.”

“It would be bad manners to discuss Forrest behind his back. However, I’ll be quite forthright. We do not have a relationship of any sort, least of all one which I believe he implied.”

Harry’s face burned. 

“There’s no need to look so embarrassed, Harry. I may be from Cleveland, but I am not naïve. I attended Vassar.”

Harry looked blank.  

“A liberal arts college? I spent four years there unchaperoned. Do I shock you?”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“We American women are not shrinking violets. I continue a long tradition of women who know what we want and fight for what’s right. In short, I’m your average twentieth century American woman.”

“You will never be average, Athena. Not to me”  

Athena blushed and fanned her face with her hand. “How long will you be at the Embassy?” 

“It’s a one-year secondment. I return to England in August.”

Athena squinted at him. Harry didn’t know what to make of the inquisitorial look.

“Would it be possible to see you again before I leave?” he stammered. “I have at most two more months in Washington.”

She studied him for several seconds as if he were a chloroformed moth pinned to a collector’s board. Harry took a step back. Failure stared him in the face. Athena stuck her hands on her hips.

“Captain Haig-Mallory, if you hadn’t asked, I should have been forced to make enquiries of my own, starting at your reception desk. A single, unaccompanied lady enquiring after a certain Captain Hereward Haig-Mallory, requesting an appointment to see him, possibly alone, might cause diplomatic eyebrows to twitch.”

Harry let out a loud exhale. “But not enough of a diplomatic incident to cause the recall of both ambassadors, I hope. Or to send a gunboat up the Potomac.”

“Your lot did that once, a hundred years ago. Don’t think we’ve forgotten.”

“I remember something about the incident from my history books. If I recall it required a lot of white paint on the Presidential mansion to cover up the fire damage, and the truce signed on American soil.”

“Touché. However, if you force me to go through with my threat it might possibly result in the early recall of the aide-de-camp to the Military Attaché.” She offered a smile and half turned her head. “I’m in Washington until the end of the month, then back to Cleveland. My hotel, the Martha Washington, is for women only.”

“Of course.”

“So perhaps we might meet elsewhere, in public maybe, where we wouldn’t gather unwanted attention.”

“For afternoon tea, perhaps.”

“Something like that.”

“The Hay-Adams Hotel? Four o’clock this coming Sunday? They hold a tea dance there. If you’re not otherwise engaged, of course.”

“If I find myself otherwise engaged, I shall disengage myself,” Athena said. “And now I’m about to get the essential and perfectly timed headache. Perhaps you would be kind enough to take me to Forrest’s table so I can have him arrange for his driver to take me back to my hotel?”

“Of course.” Harry hesitated. “I can’t say I’d be delighted to escort you to Mr. Bryan’s table. That couldn’t be further from the truth. However, I shall do as you request and languish alone for the rest of the evening.” He kissed the offered gloved fingers.

“Are you sure you’ve never read Jane Austen or the Brontë Sisters, Harry.”

“Quite. I hope they’re not as boring as Sir Walter Scott’s novels.”

“Those appeal to a different reader
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