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               Then dress, then dinner, then awakes the world! 
               

               Then glare the lamps, then whirl the wheels, then roar 
               

                Throughout street and square fast flashing chariots, hurled 
               

                Like harnessed meteors.
               
 
               Lord Byron

            

         
 
         Lady Beatrice Marsham had been a widow for over a year and enjoyed every minute of her now single state. She well remembered the first day of her freedom, when she had descended the stairs of her husband’s town house to see her spouse, Mr Harry Blackstone, being carried into the hall by his drinking companions.
 
         ‘Foxed again,’ they had called cheerfully, dumping the body in a chair. Lady Beatrice had looked at her husband with impatient distaste, called her maid, pulled on her gloves, and gone out to make various calls. 
         
 
         She was surprised on her return to find the blinds down and a hatchment over the door. Her husband, it transpired, was not dead drunk, but simply dead.
 
         As Lady Beatrice – she had never used her married name – settled herself comfortably in a corner seat of the Brighton stage-coach, she remembered her overwhelming feeling of relief when they told her Harry was dead. No more drunken scenes, no more embarrassing fumblings in the bedchamber at night, no more jealous rages. She was free of it all.
         
 
         Her parents, the Earl and Countess of Debren, had arranged that marriage. Lady Beatrice had assumed that, being a widow of twenty-eight, she would now be left alone. But only two days ago, her father had visited her to say that a marriage had been arranged for her with Sir Geoffrey Handford. In vain had she raged. The earl had pointed out brutally that she had not yet borne any sons. It was her duty to marry again. Then Sir Geoffrey had called, a thickset, brutish man in snuff-stained clothes.
 
         To get rid of both her father and Sir Geoffrey, Lady Beatrice had said she would consider the matter and had then decided to take herself off to Brighton, hoping that by the time she returned, the matter would have been forgotten. She had sent her servants and most of her baggage ahead, having rented a house in Brighton through an agent in London. She had planned to drive down the Brighton road herself, for she was an expert whip, but the weather had turned very wet and so she had decided to take the stage. 
         
 
         It was not unusual for an aristocrat, even a female one, to travel on the Brighton stage. The stage-coaches on that route were becoming very fashionable. Had not the Prince of Wales made Brighton fashionable? And it therefore followed that everything associated with that watering-place should be considered bon ton. Besides, the Brighton road was famous for its inns, and the journey took a mere six hours.
 
         Also, it was amusing to be in such a plebeian carriage and in such low company. Lady Beatrice was an expert at keeping low company at bay. In fact, she had become quite expert at keeping the whole wide world at bay. She had been in love once, when she was eighteen, a tremulous, vulnerable maiden. That was when her parents had betrothed her to Harry. She felt that by that act they had taken everything from her, her hopes, her innocence, and, most of all, her freedom. She grew in beauty and coldness. She despised all men. She occasionally amused herself with flirting with one of the beasts, only to reject him as nastily as she knew how.
 
         She wished the coach would move. It was Sunday, and everything in London was shuttered and closed and sooty and black. All the church bells were ringing, a persistent, irritating cacophony. Not far from the White Bear Inn in Piccadilly was St James’s Church, which, reflected Lady Beatrice sourly, seemed to have a more hellish group of bell-ringers than most as they performed their jangly, insistent triples and majors. What did the workers of the world, after toiling six miserable days a week, think of this day of rest, black and more miserable than all the others, dingy and stale and dull? thought Lady Beatrice. How could one think of spiritual things when no prospect pleased and the air was rent by the clamour of the bells?
         
 
         She glanced briefly at her fellow passengers. Beside her was a small dumpy man who smelled strongly of ale, and beside him in the other corner was a tired, bedraggled woman with a snivelling child on her lap. Across from her was a soldier, asleep with his mouth open; beside him, a small dwarf of a woman with huge pale eyes like saucers, and opposite Lady Beatrice was a thin lady, elegantly dressed. She had sandy hair under a neat bonnet, a crooked nose, odd eyes which appeared to change colour, and a clever mouth. Lady Beatrice’s chilly gaze rested a bit longer on this lady than it had done on the others. To her surprise, the lady smiled and said, ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I am Miss Hannah Pym of London.’
 
         Lady Beatrice allowed her eyelids to droop slightly, her upper lip to raise a fraction, and then she slowly turned her head away and looked out of the window.
 
         Miss Hannah Pym bit her lip in mortification. Although Hannah now had the appearance, clothes, manner, and speech of a lady, inside lurked the servant she all too recently had been, and she thought the cold and beautiful creature opposite had snubbed her because she had recognized in Hannah an inferior person.
 
         She covertly studied the haughty lady. Lady Beatrice had jet-black hair under a Lavinia bonnet, her face shadowed by the wide brim. She had very clear white skin, a straight nose, and large grey eyes fringed with thick lashes. Her mouth was slightly pinched at the corners, as if it had once been a fuller mouth which the years and disappointment had thinned down. Hannah sensed that she was tired and anxious, and yet Hannah was disproportionately worried by that snub, if snub it had been.
         
 
         Her legacy of five thousand pounds, left her by her late employer, Mr Clarence, in his will, had initially seemed a vast sum, but now that she had become accustomed to higher society in the shape of Mr Clarence’s brother, Sir George, who had recently taken her out to the opera, and since she had moved her quarters to the fashionable West End, it seemed very little in a world where men and women gambled more than that at the gaming tables of St James’s every night.
 
         And yet, just a little while ago, she had been Hannah Pym of Thornton Hall in Kensington, a housekeeper who had clawed her way up the servants’ hierarchy from scullery maid.
         
 
         Her thoughts drifted back over the years. She should not despise her old life. She had been well-treated, particularly by pretty Mrs Clarence before she had run off with that footman and left her husband to sink into apathy. The hard times had come when Mr Clarence had become a semi-recluse, locking up half the rooms and dismissing half the servants, and there were no more balls or parties. That was when Hannah had begun to watch the stage-coaches, or Flying Machines as they were called, hurtle along the road at the end of the estate, symbols of freedom and adventure.
         
 
         This was to be her fourth journey. The past three had been full of adventure. She sighed a little. She was a determined matchmaker and there was no one on this coach she could possibly pair together in her mind. Her footman was on the roof with the outside passengers. Hannah brightened. It surely increased her social standing to have a footman. She had adopted her deaf-and-dumb footman, Benjamin, during her last adventurous journey. He expressly did not want wages. In fact, he had an embarrassing habit of paying her out of his frequent winnings at dice.
         
 
         The chilly lady opposite turned her gaze on Hannah again. Hannah immediately said airily, ‘I do hope my poor footman is not getting a soaking up on the roof.’
 
         A slight look of contempt flicked across the fine eyes opposite. Hannah cursed herself and wished she had never spoken. Only parvenus spoke of having footmen. The frigid travelling companion she was trying to impress probably had scores of footmen.
 
         Worse was to come. The small dwarf-like woman next to Hannah said in a hoarse whisper, ‘Ain’t no use tryin’ to impress the likes o’ her. She don’t care a fig for any of us.’
 
         ‘I was not trying to impress,’ said Hannah with a pathetic attempt at hauteur.
 
         The guard on the roof blew a fanfare and the coach rumbled forward. 
         
 
         The coach was to take the new route to Brighton, going by Croydon, Merstham, Reigate, Crawley and Cuckfield, making the distance fifty-three miles exactly.
 
         Hannah looked bleakly out at the driving rain and decided to ignore that cold creature opposite. She should, after all, be looking forward to her first visit to Brighton.
 
         The Prince of Wales had gone to the fishing village, then called Brighthelmstone, as early as 1783 to try a sea-water cure for swollen glands. He rented a small farmhouse on the Steyne, a broad strip of lawn that ran down to the sea. In the summer of 1787, Henry Holland, fresh from planning the reconstruction of Carlton House, built for the prince a bow-fronted house in the classical manner, topped by a shallow dome, which came to be known as the Prince of Wales’s Marine Pavilion. The prince, who had a taste for oriental design, was rumoured to want to create an oriental palace for himself. He wanted to enclose the entire pavilion in the style of a Chinese pagoda, but so far had been held in check when it was pointed out that such a design would clash with Holland’s classicism.
 
         Hannah had hopes of actually seeing the prince, for he was reported to be in Brighton, and although he longed for privacy and hated the London mob, he was more tolerant of the people who flocked after him to Brighton to stare, some of them armed with opera glasses and even telescopes.
 
         Lady Beatrice was beginning to feel oddly uncomfortable. There had been no reason to be so rude to the lady opposite. Hannah, could she have known, would have been delighted to learn that she was classed in Lady Beatrice’s mind as ‘lady’, rather than ‘woman’.
         
 
         And yet Lady Beatrice was used to cutting all and sundry. She had no female friends, finding the ladies she met at balls and parties too silly and affected. Although she was dimly aware that she had taken her own misery over her marriage out on everyone else, she had felt more comfortable in her isolation, using her beauty to attract men for the fun of repulsing them.
 
         It must be, reflected Lady Beatrice, because her companion of the stage-coach opposite had such an expressive face. For the first time in years, she would put herself in the way of a snub in order to make amends. Lady Beatrice smiled slightly at Hannah and said, ‘Dreadful weather, is it not?’
 
         Now, here was Hannah’s opportunity, and for the life of her, she could not take it. She started by turning her head away, only to be made aware of the avid stare of those pale, saucer-like eyes next to her. She turned back to face Lady Beatrice. ‘Yes, quite dreadful,’ she said calmly.
         
 
         Then she took a small book out of her reticule and pretended to read.
 
         The coach drew up at the Bear in Croydon to change horses. The passengers filed into the inn for cakes and tea because it was in that meal-less desert between breakfast, which was usually about nine in the morning, and dinner, normally at four in the afternoon, although some fashionables were already beginning to take their dinner at a later hour.
         
 
         Hannah was pleased she had her footman, Benjamin, so tall and well-groomed, with his clever East End face, in attendance, well aware of the air of consequence it gave her. Hannah often wondered where Benjamin had come from. She had been instrumental in rescuing Benjamin from the gallows for a crime he had not committed, and he had become her devoted slave. Although he was deaf and dumb, he could write, but he never wrote down for Hannah any of his history. But he had come a long way in appearance from the battered-looking criminal in irons who had touched Hannah’s heart on her last stage-coach journey. He wore his plush livery with an air, his hair powdered, his white gloves impeccable.
         
 
         There was a small altercation when the woman with the pale eyes, who had announced to all in general that she was Mrs Hick, pulled a large plate of cakes in front of her and began to demolish them. The woman with the child glared and pointed out that there were others at the table who might like cakes, and her child began to roar and cry as he saw all the treats disappearing down the little woman’s large mouth.
 
         Benjamin walked firmly round the table, snatched up the plate of cakes, presented them first to Hannah, then to everyone else, and then set the remainder back down on the table as far away from Mrs Hick as possible.
 
         ‘You are fortunate in having such an efficient servant,’ said Lady Beatrice to Hannah. 
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Hannah baldly, having not quite forgiven her for that snub.
         
 
         ‘Do you travel all the way to Brighton?’ pursued Lady Beatrice.
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Hannah, and visibly thawing, added, ‘I am looking forward to seeing the sea again.’
 
         ‘And that is the sole reason for your journey?’ Lady Beatrice looked amused.
 
         ‘Not quite, Miss … er …’
 
         Lady Beatrice took out a card-case and extracted a card and handed it to Hannah. Hannah coloured. She herself had no cards.
 
         To her surprise, Benjamin leaned over her shoulder and put a small leather case down in front of her. Hannah opened it and saw in amazement that it contained elegantly engraved cards. ‘Miss Hannah Pym, 16 South Audley Street, London’.
 
         She quietly took one out and presented it to Lady Beatrice, determined to ask Benjamin later how he had come by them.
 
         ‘So, my lady,’ said Hannah, ‘what takes you to Brighton?’
 
         ‘I have rented a house there,’ said Lady Beatrice. ‘London fatigues me.’
 
         ‘I do not think I could ever tire of London,’ said Hannah. Her odd eyes glowed. ‘But I love to travel. I have had so many adventures.’
 
         ‘Stage-coach travel can be adventurous,’ said Lady Beatrice drily. ‘Broken poles, bolting horses, coaches stuck in ruts or snowstorms, not to mention highwaymen.’ 
         
 
         ‘Oh, I’ve had highwaymen,’ said Hannah proudly, and with the air of a professional invalid saying, ‘Oh, yes, I have had the smallpox.’
 
         Lady Beatrice laughed, and that laugh quite altered her appearance. The eyes shone and that tight mouth relaxed and became fuller. ‘I see you are an intrepid traveller, Miss Pym.’
 
         ‘And matchmaker,’ boasted Hannah. ‘I have been instrumental in making matches between stage-coach passengers …’
 
         Her voice faded away. A shutter had come down over Lady Beatrice’s eyes.
 
         ‘I see we are leaving,’ said Lady Beatrice. She rose quickly and walked out into the inn yard. Hannah followed, sad that her boast of matchmaking had had the effect of freezing this strange Lady Beatrice up again. And then, as Hannah reached the inn door, she saw a strange sight. A handsome travelling carriage was standing in the yard with the coachman on the box and two grooms on the backstrap. There were also two outriders.
 
         A thickset man approached Lady Beatrice and seized her by the arm. She let out a cry. He bent and said something, and Hannah, watching, startled, was sure that he was thrusting something like a pistol or a knife against Lady Beatrice’s side.
 
         She ran forward, with Benjamin at her heels. ‘Lady Beatrice!’ called Hannah. ‘Is aught amiss?’
 
         The thickset man glared at her and said, ‘Lady Beatrice has decided to continue the journey in the comfort of my carriage. Is that not so, my dear?’ 
         
 
         Lady Beatrice was very white. ‘That is so,’ she said in a low voice.
 
         The man who held her so tightly called to one of the grooms, ‘Fetch my lady’s baggage from the coach.’ He then guided Lady Beatrice into his own carriage, climbed in after her and slammed the door.
 
         ‘Help!’ shouted Hannah at the top of her voice. Ostlers, waiters, and the other passengers came running up. ‘I am sure Lady Beatrice is being abducted,’ said Hannah wildly.
 
         The groom had found Lady Beatrice’s baggage in the coach and was returning with the coachman.
 
         ‘What’s all this, then?’ demanded the coachman. There was a babble of voices above which Hannah’s sounded loud and clear. ‘Lady Beatrice is being taken away by force.’
 
         ‘Ho, now.’ The coachman, like most of his kind, was fat and grog-faced and swathed in shawls. He lumbered towards the carriage. The man inside let down the glass.
 
         ‘Are you running off wiv thet ’ooman?’ demanded the coachman.
 
         ‘Stow your whids, coachee,’ growled the man. ‘I am merely taking Lady Beatrice to Brighton in a more comfortable carriage.’
 
         ‘Let her speak for herself,’ shouted Mrs Hick.
 
         Lady Beatrice leaned forward. ‘I am going of my own free will,’ she said quietly.
 
         ‘That’s that, then.’ The coachman rounded truculently on the watchers. ‘Who started all this ’ere fuss, then? Let’s be ’aving ye.’ 
         
 
         ‘It was I,’ said Hannah unrepentantly. ‘I am sure that man was holding a pistol or a knife to Lady Beatrice’s side.’
 
         The coachman turned away in disgust and could be heard to mutter something about women with bats in their belfries who read too many romances.
 
         The other passengers surveyed Hannah reproachfully when they were all on board again.
         
 
         ‘Trouble is,’ said Mrs Hick, who was now eating a large sandwich, ‘you was so taken up wiff the idea of speakin’ to one of the nobs, that you got carried away.’
 
         Well, there was one lesson Hannah Pym had learned from Lady Beatrice. She drooped her eyelids wearily, curled her lip, and turned her head away.
 
         ‘You learned that offa her,’ jeered Mrs Hick with all the dreadful perspicacity of some vulgar women and drunks. ‘Don’t come the ’igh and mighty wiff me. Reckon that so-called footman o’ yourn ain’t none other than your son.’
 
         This was greeted by a roar of laughter from the other passengers and Hannah felt like the uttermost fool. She felt she was standing astride the yawning gulf of servant and lady with a foot on either side and not knowing quite how to behave.
 
         She settled back and closed her eyes firmly. She thought of Mrs Clarence, her late employer’s dainty, pretty wife. Now Mrs Clarence, mused Hannah, had been a real lady. She had treated everyone just the same. ‘But she must have had low tastes,’ jeered an awful Mrs Hick-like voice in her head, ‘or she would never have run off with that footman.’ Hannah turned her thoughts to Sir George Clarence. Now there was a gentleman! He had even taken her to Gunter’s for ices, introduced her to his bank, taken her to the opera.
         
 
         ‘But you can never hope for anything else,’ sneered that awful voice again. ‘I do believe you are getting quite spoony about him, Hannah Pym, and he knew you as a servant.’
 
         Hannah opened her eyes and looked out of the window to banish her thoughts. A watery sunlight was struggling through the clouds. There were wild daffodils blowing by the roadside, dipping and swaying in the blustery wind. Soon the leaves would be back on the trees and there would be summer to look forward to.
 
         The journey continued on in blessed silence, blessed for Hannah, who did not think she could bear any more insults.
 
         But when they arrived in Cuckfield and entered the White Hart, somehow the splendour and elegance of the famous inn brought out the worst in Mrs Hick.
 
         She saw Hannah looking with interest at a tall man who was lounging at his ease in the corner. Hannah was wondering who he was. In an age when most people were not much taller than five feet, he seemed a giant. He had lazy blue, amiable eyes and golden hair, tied back at the nape of his neck with a blue silk ribbon. He had a strong, handsome face, lightly tanned, broad shoulders, and the finest pair of legs Hannah had ever seen. He was wearing a beautifully cut coat of fine blue wool with gold buttons, worn open over a silk waistcoat embroidered with peacocks. His legs were encased in skin-tight leather breeches and Hessian boots with jaunty little gold tassels.
         
 
         Tiny Mrs Hick screwed round in her chair and her saucer-like eyes fastened on the focus of Hannah’s attention.
 
         ‘Miss ’Igh and Mighty ’ere is casting her glims at that prime bit o’ Fancy,’ jeered Mrs Hick. ‘Next, she’ll be over there, chattering about ’er footman.’
 
         The waiter, a lofty individual with a sallow face, snickered as he placed another plate of cakes on the table.
 
         ‘We see ’em all, ma’am,’ he said to Mrs Hick. ‘You’ve no idea the number o’ ladies who come in on the coach pretending to be Quality.’
 
         Hannah half-rose from her seat, her face scarlet. But a voice from behind her chair made her sink back down in amazement.
 
         ‘Shut yer bleeding cake-’ole,’ said a Cockney voice, ‘or I’ll draw yer cork, you litre turd ov a jackanapes.’
 
         Hannah twisted round and stared open-mouthed at Benjamin. She was as amazed as if the teapot itself had burst into speech.
 
         ‘You’ll draw my cork,’ sneered the waiter. ‘I’d like to see you try.’
 
         ‘Outside,’ roared Benjamin.
 
         ‘The dumb fellow can speak arter all,’ cried Mrs Hick.
 
         Benjamin and the waiter marched outside to the inn yard. ‘A mill!’ cried the soldier, and the whole inn followed them outside, even the aristocratic-looking gentleman, even Hannah, almost as dumb with amazement as Benjamin had pretended to be.
         
 
         Benjamin carefully removed his coat and placed it on a mounting-block. Bets were rapidly being laid, the betters favouring the waiter. Benjamin then removed his clean shirt and placed that tenderly on top of his coat. Stripped, he revealed a well-muscled chest and strong arms. Some of the bets changed in favour of Benjamin.
 
         Hannah made a move to stop her footman but found her arm taken in a gentle but powerful grasp. She found the aristocrat beside her. ‘Don’t ruin a fight, ma’am,’ he said plaintively. ‘I should not really worry about your footman. My money is on him.’
 
         ‘I didn’t know he could talk,’ said Hannah. ‘All this time and he has pretended to be deaf and dumb.’
 
         The waiter and Benjamin squared up. The coachman, who had elected himself as referee, dropped the handkerchief and the pair set to.
         
 
         Benjamin dodged and feinted, moving like lightning, prancing about on his new leather pumps, which he kept polished like glass.
         
 
         Then Benjamin’s fist seemed to come up from the ground and it smacked the waiter full on the chin with an enormous thwack. There was a silence as the waiter staggered this way and that and then stretched his length on the ground.
 
         In an age when a good fight was expected to last eighteen rounds at least, this was considered a poor sort of match. 
         
 
         Hannah marched up to Benjamin as he carefully donned his shirt.
 
         ‘What is the meaning of this, Benjamin?’ she cried. ‘Why did you pretend you couldn’t speak?’
 
         Benjamin smoothed down the ruffles of his shirt with a fastidious hand and then put on his plush coat. ‘I couldn’t tell you, modom,’ he said in strangulated accents very different from his Cockney outburst in the inn. ‘You was that sorry for me. I pretended to be deaf and dumb, ’cos I knew Lady Carsey liked freaks and I needed work. That’s how I got started as a footman.’
 
         ‘But when Lady Carsey falsely accused you of taking her brooch, why did you not speak then?’
 
         ‘I daren’t, modom, for the magistrate might have thought that since I was lying about one thing, therefore I might be lying about being innocent of the theft. Not that it did me much good.’
 
         ‘But you had no reason to lie to me!’
         
 
         ‘Thought you might not be sorry for me no more and turn me off,’ mumbled Benjamin.
 
         Hannah, aware of the listeners, said, ‘We shall talk of this further when we get to Brighton.’
 
         Lord Alistair Munro watched with amusement as Hannah took her seat with Benjamin standing punctiliously behind her chair.
         
 
         Mrs Hick had bet on the waiter and was not feeling charitable. ‘Fancy not knowing her own footman can speak. That is, if he is a footman.’
         
 
         ‘Stow it, you ’orrid old crow,’ said Benjamin suddenly. ‘I’m a proper footman, I am, not that I expects a piece of kennel garbage like yerself to recognize one, not even if you met one in yer soup!’
         
 
         This was said with such blistering venom that not only Mrs Hick but the whole stage-coach party fell into a deep silence, each one frightened to catch Benjamin’s angry eye.
 
         No, thought Hannah, Benjamin had never been a footman before that episode where he had worked for Lady Carsey in Esher, Lady Carsey who had tried to get him hanged for a theft he had not committed, Lady Carsey who liked freaks and wanted Benjamin in her bed. Footmen were indolent creatures and vain. Most would have enjoyed their mistress’s discomfiture.
         
 
         A new waiter bent over Hannah and whispered, ‘The gentleman over there, Lord Alistair Munro, wishes the honour of entertaining you.’
 
         Although she was still bewildered and upset by Benjamin, Hannah was glad to escape from the stage-coach passengers.
 
         She rose and went over to Lord Alistair’s table. He got up as she approached and drew out a seat for her. Benjamin, with a last threatening look at the cowed passengers, went to stand behind her chair.
 
         ‘I hope what I have to say will not offend you,’ said Lord Alistair. ‘I have taken a great liking to your footman. I am sorely tempted to steal him away from you.’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t go,’ snapped Benjamin from behind Hannah. ‘Not foralla tea ’n China. No.’
 
         ‘Benjamin,’ said Hannah impatiently, ‘I am touched by your loyalty, but you must not address Lord Alistair in such a manner.’
         
 
         ‘That’s all right,’ said Lord Alistair amiably. ‘You were very surprised when he spoke.’
 
         Hannah told him the tale of Benjamin’s adventures and that led to tales of her other adventures. Lord Alistair appeared fascinated.
 
         ‘You are a lucky man,’ he said to Benjamin at last. ‘Many employers would be furious to find that they had been writing reams of instructions to you when all the time you understood every word.’
 
         Benjamin gave a little cough. ‘The passengers have left, modom.’
 
         ‘I did not even notice,’ said Hannah, starting up. ‘Run and tell them I am just coming.’
 
         Lord Alistair held out his card. ‘I am bound for Brighton as well. If I can be of service to you, Mrs …?’
 
         ‘Pym. Miss Pym.’
         
 
         ‘Miss Pym. Do not hesitate to call on me.’
 
         Hannah took his card and then hurried out, remembering only when she reached the inn door that she was now the proud possessor of cards of her own, and did not even know yet how Benjamin had come by them.
 
         Benjamin came striding towards her, his face dark with anger. ‘The bastards ’as gone,’ he shouted.
 
         ‘I beg your pardon,’ said Hannah frostily.
 
         ‘Sorry, modom, but them passengers must ’ave … have … told the coachman you was on board and off they’ve gone, baggage and all.’ 
         
 
         Lord Alistair emerged from the inn in time to hear this.
 
         ‘Well, you are fortunate, Miss Pym,’ he said. ‘I am just leaving myself and I can take you up. In fact, I can take you all the way to Brighton.’
 
         ‘Please, my lord,’ said Hannah, ‘if you could just catch up with the coach so that I may tell them all what I think of them.’
 
         ‘Gladly.’
 
         Benjamin’s eyes lit up as an ostler led a smart curricle up to the front of the inn. The curricle had only recently become fashionable. It was a two-wheeled carriage with a hood and the only two-wheeled carriage which used two horses abreast. It had been damned as ungraceful; the hinder curve of the sword case had been called positively ugly and the crooked front line and the dashing iron in the worst possible taste. But it was the fastest vehicle on the road, being the lightest.
 
         Lord Alistair’s was drawn by two matched bays. He helped Hannah in and then climbed in on the other side and took the reins in his hands. Benjamin jumped on the back just as Lord Alistair called to the ostler, ‘Stand away.’
 
         To Benjamin’s disappointment, the carriage moved off at a leisurely pace.
 
         ‘I fear, Miss Pym,’ said Lord Alistair, ‘that being abandoned by the stage-coach is hardly an exciting adventure, merely a tiresome happening.’
 
         ‘But I have had an adventure,’ said Hannah, ‘or rather, something terrible has happened.’
 
         ‘And what was that?’ 
         
 
         ‘Lady Beatrice Marsham was one of the passengers.’ Hannah, so eager to share her worries, did not notice a certain rigidity in Lord Alistair’s handsome features. ‘We stopped at Croydon and we were just about to leave when this ugly-looking individual came up to Lady Beatrice and constrained – I am sure he was holding either a pistol or a knife at her side – constrained her to board his carriage. I cried for help and the coachman and others came running. But when appealed to, Lady Beatrice said she was leaving of her own free will.’
         
 
         ‘Did she use those words?’ asked Lord Alistair.
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘I’ll admit that’s odd. It would be more in character for a cold fish like Lady Beatrice Marsham to say, ‘‘Damn your impertinence’’ if all was well.’
 
         ‘Do you know her?’ asked Hannah eagerly.
 
         ‘I have had that pleasure.’ His voice was dry.
 
         ‘You do not seem to approve of the lady.’
 
         ‘No, I do not. She plays fast and loose with men’s affections, and that was when she was married. Harry Blackstone, her husband that was, died drunk about a year ago. He was gambler, rake and swine in general, but that does not give the lady any excuse to flirt shamelessly until the fellows fall in love with her and then turn them down flat.’
 
         ‘Were you … were you one of those fellows, my lord?’
 
         ‘No, Miss Pym. I do not pursue married ladies. Change the subject. Lady Beatrice is well able to protect herself. What do you plan to do in Brighton?’ 
         
 
         ‘Look at the sea,’ said Hannah with a laugh. ‘Walk a great deal. Perhaps I might even see the prince.’
 
         ‘Bound to see Prinny,’ said Lord Alistair. ‘Southern’s giving a ball next week. Prinny’s bound to be there, so you’ll see him.’
         
 
         What an odd day, thought Hannah. First she was humiliated because she thought Lady Beatrice had considered her too low to speak to, and now she was humiliated because Lord Alistair thought her grand enough to be invited to a ball by the Earl of Southern and she would have to explain she was not. ‘I am not of the ton,’ said Hannah in a stifled voice. ‘In fact, I do not really belong anywhere.’ In a near whisper, she told him all about her years of service with the Clarences.
 
         He smiled at her. ‘Miss Pym, you are a citizen of the world and can go anywhere you like. Tell you what, I’ll take you there myself – that is, if you promise to tell me more stories.’
 
         Tears glistened in Hannah’s eyes. ‘I, my lord? Do you mean that you would take me?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Miss Pym. But you’d best tell me where you are staying so that I can call on you.’
 
         ‘I had not thought,’ said Hannah. ‘I shall let you know, my lord.’
 
         ‘Don’t know if we’ll catch any coach at this rate.’ Benjamin’s voice sounded from behind them.
 
         ‘Really, Benjamin,’ snapped Hannah, wondering if this new Benjamin complete with voice was going to be a problem.
         
 
         But Lord Alistair smiled lazily and said, ‘He has the right of it. Hold tightly. I’m going to spring ’em.’ 
         
 
         The horses surged forward and soon Hannah was hanging on for dear life as the now sunny countryside became a moving blur. Behind her, Benjamin, exalted by the speed, began to sing loudly and noisily.
 
         At the bottom of a long hill, they at last saw the coach. On and on they sped. Hannah screamed loudly as they swept past the coach with an inch to spare. Lord Alistair drove his team up the next hill and then swung his carriage around to block the road at the top.
 
         ‘You was in the coach,’ cried the coachman, leaning down from his high perch, his eyes starting from his head as he brought his heavily laden coach to a halt.
 
         ‘As you can see, I am not,’ said Hannah. She climbed down on wobbly legs. ‘I am going to continue my journey and I expect a refund on my fare, too. Climb aboard, Benjamin.’ But Benjamin had hauled open the door of the coach and had started to berate the passengers.
 
         Hannah pulled him aside and told him to climb on to the roof and then got in to hear the lying protests of the now thoroughly frightened passengers, each protesting that it hadn’t been his or her fault. Actually, it had seemed a prime joke to leave Hannah behind when Mrs Hick had suggested it, but now all were scared that Hannah might turn that terrible footman of hers loose on them.
 
         Ignoring them all, Hannah sank back in her seat, only grateful to be secure in the stage-coach once more and resolving never to set foot in another curricle. She hoped the velocity had not damaged her brain. 
         
 
         At last, as night fell, they rolled into Brighton. Hannah was glad, when she booked two rooms at the Ship, that she had managed to force the coaching office to refund some of her fare. The rooms at the Ship were terribly expensive.
 
         Benjamin presented himself in her room.
 
         ‘Now, Benjamin,’ said Hannah sternly, ‘out with it. Tell me your story. You may sit down.’
 
         Benjamin sat down on a hard chair opposite and regarded her thoughtfully. ‘All of it, modom?’ he asked in the stultifying accent he obviously considered genteel.
         
 
         ‘Yes, all of it,’ said Hannah. ‘Start with your parents.’
 
         ‘I never knew them,’ said Benjamin. He told a story of being brought up by a Mrs Coombes in the East End of London in a broken-down house by the river. He could never find out who his parents had been or why Mrs Coombes had taken him in. She drank a lot, he said, and often beat him. He had been apprenticed to a sweep who had got rid of him after only six months because he was growing too big to get up the chimneys. Then he had found work as a stable-lad at a livery stable in the West End. He said he had envied the footmen he saw going about their employers’ errands. They seemed to have little to do but dress nicely and look tall. He found he was lucky at gambling and he soon became more interested in that than work. He did not turn up at the livery stable one morning, because he had been up most of the night gambling and had slept in. He lost that job. He felt the loss of it keenly, too, for a clerk who kept the livery stable’s books had taught him to read and write. He decided to give up gambling and try to get into service as a footman. But he did not have any references and no one wanted him and he was too tall for a page. He worked as knife-boy in one establishment and then as odd man in another. Then Mrs Coombes, the only sort of family he had ever known, had died. Benjamin had decided to leave London and try to find work as a footman in a country household where they might prove to be less particular than city houses. At Esher, he had learned of Lady Carsey from some men he had gambled with. One of them worked for Lady Carsey as a groom and hinted that she had odd tastes and had once made a pet of a housemaid who had a hunched back. Benjamin hit on the idea of appearing to be deaf and dumb, and for a while it had worked, until Lady Carsey had decided to try to relieve the tedium of her country days by taking the footman into her bed. ‘And so you know the rest,’ he ended. ‘I refused, and she tried to get her revenge.’
         
 
         Hannah thought uneasily that Benjamin’s story was too simple, and yet it could be true. She assured him that she had no intention of turning him off, but added that the inn was too expensive and that they would need to find cheaper lodgings.
 
         ‘An apartment,’ said Benjamin eagerly. ‘Then you could make calls an’ people could call on you.’
 
         ‘All very well, Benjamin,’ said Hannah, ‘but it will be difficult to find someone willing to let us a place for a short time.’ 
         
 
         Benjamin struck his breast in a theatrical manner, which was his old way of showing that he would handle the matter, and then gave a shamefaced laugh and said, ‘I will find you sump-thin’, modom. Leave it to Benjamin.’
 
         ‘While we are on the subject of calls,’ said Hannah, ‘where did you manage to get those cards?’
 
         ‘Printer I used to know,’ said Benjamin. ‘Did ’em cheap.’
 
         ‘Then you must tell me what I owe you.’
 
         ‘Later,’ said Benjamin. ‘I’ll go out now and find us somewhere to live, suitable to our consequences.’
 
         ‘Consequence,’ corrected Hannah, but Benjamin had gone.
 
         He strolled along the seafront, with his hands in his pockets, listening to the waves crashing on the beach, and looking for his prey.
 
         And then he saw three army officers standing by some steps down to the beach. He judged them to be army officers by their whiskers and pigtails rather than by their dress, for none of them was wearing uniform.
 
         He fished in his pocket for his dice, and as he came abreast of them, he dropped the dice to the ground. He bent down and picked them up and said, ‘A pair o’ sixes.’
 
         One of the officers laughed. ‘You couldn’t do that again.’
 
         ‘Try me,’ said Benjamin with a grin.
 
         Gambling was a democratic sport. Aristocrats would cheerfully gamble with commoners. They would bet on anything – which goose would cross the road first, which fly would reach the top of the window before the other – and so they all crouched down round Benjamin and started to play hazard dice.
         
 
         At one point in the game, Benjamin was losing so heavily that he began to think he would have to flee the country, but he persevered and, sure enough, the luck began to run his way.
 
         ‘Enough,’ cried one. ‘We have an engagement and we are late already. We will give you our notes of hand.’
 
         ‘Could suggest something easier for you,’ said Benjamin. ‘My lady is looking for a snug little apartment for, say, three weeks. Any of you got one? Take that instead of your money.’
 
         The men looked at him in surprise and then one turned to the other and said, ‘What say you, Barnstable? Give him the keys to your place and move in with me.’
         
 
         ‘Done,’ said the one called Barnstable cheerfully.
 
         ‘Has it got a view of the sea?’ asked Benjamin, who thought they were getting off very lightly, for they all owed him a great deal of money.
 
         ‘I’ll take you over,’ said Barnstable, ‘and give you the keys. Just over there.’
 
         Benjamin followed him to one of the new buildings facing the sea. It turned out to be a pleasant apartment on the ground floor, with a large sitting-room with a bay window that overlooked the sea, a small parlour at the back, then two bedrooms, also at the back, and a kitchen which opened on to a weedy garden. 
         
 
         ‘My lady will want to move in tomorrow morning,’ said Benjamin, looking around. ‘Best have your traps moved out tonight. Got a piece o’ paper?’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘Want your written agreement.’
 
         ‘You churl. You little toad. My word is my bond.’
 
         ‘I’ve heard that one afore,’ said Benjamin. ‘You give me that there agreement. My mistress is a Hungarian countess and a friend o’ the Prince of Wales.’
 
         ‘Oh, really?’ sneered Barnstable. ‘Whoever heard of a countess getting her accommodation this way?’
 
         ‘Whoever heard o’ a countess spending any money she don’t have to?’
 
         ‘Oh, very well.’ Barnstable signed an agreement that he would allow Miss Hannah Pym to use his apartment for three weeks. He raised his eyebrows at the name.
 
         ‘Incognito,’ said Benjamin succinctly. ‘My lady has a lot of enemies.’
 
         ‘If this is how she goes about her business, you don’t surprise me.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Benjamin had decided not to tell Hannah about his gambling. Instead he surprised her with a tale about an army man who was only too happy to let her use his place and did not want any payment.
 
         ‘I find that hard to believe, Benjamin,’ commented Hannah suspiciously.
 
         ‘He was in his cups,’ said Benjamin. ‘I got him to sign this here agreement, so that when he sobers up, he can’t do nuffin’ about it.’ 
         
 
         Hannah decided to go along with it, and if by chance the mysterious army gentleman had changed his mind, she could always move out again.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/title_1_online.jpg
Beafrice

O%T

Brighton

Being the Fourth Volume of the
Travelling Matchmaker

M.C. BEATON

F
Z

RosI






OPS/9781849019118_cover_epub.jpg
S avelling Matcy,,, Make,.
v

Beafmce

CO@S o

o Pitn i
S ., SR <

| P, & 3

i

MWT 7





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/chapter_1_online.jpg





