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            … an indolent, thoughtless, innocent sort of man that will be continually in scrapes, and that will not get forward with all his extraordinary talents, unless somebody take him up and push him on …
            
 
            Creevey Papers

         
 
         Miss Pym awoke with a start and wondered for a moment where she was. She drew aside the bed hangings. The dull-red glow of a dying fire on the hearth revealed an inn bedchamber. But which inn? she wondered blearily. She seemed to have been in so many since she started her travels.
         
 
         Then memory came flooding back. Of course! She was in a bedchamber in the White Bear in Piccadilly and shortly to set out on the road to Portsmouth.
         
 
         Miss Pym had no business to take her to Portsmouth, no relative, only a desire to travel and, above all, to look upon the sea for the first time. She had already made two exciting journeys, one to Bath and one to Exeter. And what adventures she had had! Her life spent as a servant in the household of Mr Clarence seemed far away. And yet only a short time ago, she had been housekeeper at Thornton Hall in Kensington, looking forward to a bleak life of servitude. Then Mr Clarence had died and left her a legacy.
         
 
         Hannah Pym’s thoughts turned to her late employer’s brother, Sir George Clarence, Sir George who had shown her such friendship and who had promised to take her to the opera when she returned from Portsmouth, Sir George with his fine profile, blue eyes, and silver hair.
         
 
         She rose from her bed and drew off a pair of white cotton gloves, for she slept with her hands covered in goose grease and lemon juice in an attempt to soften and whiten them; although they were well-shaped, they were still a trifle red and coarse.
         
 
         She was a thin, spare woman in her forties with square shoulders and slender hands and feet. She had thick sandy hair and odd-coloured eyes, like opals, which changed colour according to her mood. Her face was sallow, her mouth long and humorous, and her nose crooked. Her crooked nose and her sandy hair were the bane of her life. Had Sir George not already seen her sandy hair, she would have dyed it brown or some other fashionable colour. She gave a characteristic pull at her nose, fell to her knees and prayed to God to send her humility so that she might not long to wake up one morning and find her hair brown and her nose straight.
         
 
          
         Her prayers over, she opened her trunk and took out a fine travelling-gown of brown velvet, for it was now March and the weather was still blustery and cold. Hannah had a good stock of expensive gowns and cloaks and hats. Urged by Sir George, she had taken her late employer’s wife’s wardrobe as her own, for pretty Mrs Clarence had run away with a footman so very long ago and had not taken anything with her. As she dressed, Hannah thought about Mrs Clarence and wondered what had become of her. Did she know her husband was dead and that she was free to marry her footman? Hannah could never blame her for having run away. Mrs Clarence had been so bright and kind and witty and Mr Clarence so moody and dark and depressing. He had shut up half the house after his wife had run away, and no longer entertained. Hannah had considered him heart-broken, but after his brother told her that Mr Clarence had always been moody and depressed, Hannah had come to the conclusion that he would have degenerated into a semi-recluse whether his wife stayed or went.
         
 
         There was a tremendous bustle and noise in the inn, but then there always was in coaching inns, which turned night into day with the constant coming and going of travellers.
         
 
         Hannah rang the bell and commanded the waiter to carry down her trunk to the stage. She tipped him and then followed him down the corridor, avoiding the outstretched hands of the other servants who congregated outside inn rooms like gannets as soon as a guest left. Disappointed, they told Hannah what they thought of her, but Hannah turned a deaf ear to their complaints. She had arrived late the night before, had not dined, and had no reason to tip anyone. The towels in her room had not been clean but had simply been put in the linen press and had been still dirty from use by previous owners. The room itself had been dirty but at least free of bugs, unlike the City coaching inns, where bugs were a plague. Describing a stay at the Belle Savage on Ludgate Hill, Parson Woodforde, that famous diarist wrote, ‘I was bit so terribly with buggs again this night that I got up at four o’clock in the morning and took a long walk by myself about the City till breakfast time.’ The following night, he said, ‘I did not pull off my cloathes … but sat up in a Great Chair all night with my Feet on the bed and slept very well considering and not pestered with buggs …’
         
 
         Outside in the courtyard stood the coach, the Portsmouth Flyer. It was the usual Flying Machine, as the stage-coaches were called, high and covered in black leather and with red leather curtains at the oval windows. Hannah was curious to meet her travelling companions.
         
 
         She was the first to board the coach and so she took her favourite seat in the left-hand corner, facing the horses. The day was windy and cold, and high above the courtyard, great angry clouds were racing each other across the sky, giving the impression that the moon was tearing across the heavens at such speed that one felt the night should be over in a twinkling.
         
 
          
         The carriage bobbed and lurched as an outside passenger climbed on the roof. Then another. But where were the insiders? At ten minutes to six – ten minutes before the hour of departure – the carriage door opened and a fussily dressed lady climbed in. She was wearing a huge bonnet like a coal-scuttle out of which a sharp angry little face peered, rather like some vole-like creature staring out of a hole on the river-bank. The eyes rested on Hannah, a sniff emerged from the coal-scuttle, and the woman sat down with a bump.
         
 
         ‘Cold morning,’ remarked Hannah pleasantly. The woman sniffed again but did not reply.
         
 
         For a moment, Hannah forgot that coach passengers usually avoided speaking to each other and the old servant in her felt cowed, imagining that the woman had sensed her low origins. Then Hannah gave her nose a defiant pull. She was now Miss Hannah Pym, gentlewoman, and on her return from Portsmouth, Sir George Clarence would take her to the opera. The carriage door opened again and a drab-looking middle-aged man climbed in. He had a bad cold and sniffed loudly. The coal-scuttle sniffed in disapproval. The man sniffed again. The coal-scuttle sniffed louder. Hannah giggled and both glared at her.
         
 
         ‘I am sorry my cold amuses you,’ said the man. He had a red face that looked as if it had been recently boiled. He had mutton-chop whiskers of fiery red and red-veined eyes.
         
 
         ‘Forgive me,’ said Hannah. ‘I had just remembered something vastly amusing. I am monstrous sorry for you, sir. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Miss Pym of Kensington.’
         
 
         ‘Mr Jonas Cato of Fairfax,’ said the man. ‘Fact is I feel devilish poor.’
         
 
         ‘I should not be travelling on the common stage,’ said the coal-scuttle. ‘I am Miss Abigail Trenton and my carriage had gone ahead with my luggage. I hope I may not catch your cold, Mr Cato, for I am a delicate creature and my chest is weak.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry, ma’am, but I must get to Portsmouth to catch my ship.’
         
 
         ‘Are you in the navy, Mr Cato?’ asked Hannah.
 
         ‘No, Miss Pym. Overseer on a tobacco plantation in Virgina.’
         
 
         ‘An American!’ Miss Trenton sounded as appalled as if he had confessed to being a primitive savage. ‘That explains it.’
         
 
         ‘Explains what?’ demanded Mr Cato sharply.
 
         ‘Your disregard of the health of your fellow passengers,’ said Miss Trenton. ‘Americans are famous for the crudity of their manners.’
         
 
         ‘I ain’t met a one that could beat bad manners when it comes to the likes of you,’ said Mr Cato. ‘And that business of your carriage going on ahead is all a hum if you ask me. Every coach in this country seems to contain a lady who swears she’s really got her own carriage and it’s gone on ahead. All we need now is a drunken sailor and you will have the usual passenger list of an English coach.’
         
 
         ‘How dare you, sir!’ cried Miss Trenton. ‘I do so have my own carriage and … and … it is green and well-sprung and with my John on the box and …’
         
 
         ‘Now, now,’ said Hannah soothingly in the voice that had quelled more than one squabble in the kitchens of Thornton Hall, ‘if we are to travel together to Portsmouth, let us not fight and argue.’
         
 
         Miss Trenton did not reply but took out a small book and began to read it. Mr Cato blew his nose mournfully, winked at Hannah, crossed his arms on his chest and closed his eyes.
         
 
         The carriage door on Hannah’s side opened, letting in a blast of cold air. There were several elegant men outside carrying a limp body. ‘In he goes,’ they cried.
         
 
         An elegant young man was thrust into the coach and placed in the corner opposite Hannah. She realized he was dead drunk. His pallor was alarming and he was completely unconscious but he reeked of spirits and stale tobacco. One of the young men who had arranged him in the corner turned and smiled at Hannah as he climbed down from the coach. ‘Been drinking deep, has our Gus. Watch he don’t cascade on your shoes, ma’am.’ Then he slammed the door.
         
 
         Hannah eyed the young man nervously and drew her feet as far under the seat as they would go lest the young man did decide to be sick. She studied his face in the light of the carriage lamp.
         
 
         He was very beautiful. He had a perfect profile and alabaster skin. Ridiculously long black silky eyelashes were fanned out over his cheeks. His mouth was a perfect piece of sculpture and his guinea-gold hair was in tumbled curls under his hat. His long legs were muscular and strong. His clothes were of the finest, and he had sixteen strings to his breeches.
         
 
         Mr Cato opened his eyes and squinted sideways at the sleeping gentleman. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘The ruin of England. Drink and laziness. Dead before he’s thirty.’ Then Mr Cato closed his eyes again.
         
 
         Hannah opened her reticule and brought out a small flask of rose-water and sprinkled some on the carriage floor to counteract the smell of stale spirits emanating from the young man.
         
 
         Up on the roof, the guard blew a blast on the yard of tin. The young man stirred and groaned and opened his eyes. Like the rest of him, his eyes were beautiful; they were deep sapphire-blue. They rested on Hannah and winced.
         
 
         ‘The deuce,’ said the young man faintly. ‘Where am I?’
         
 
         ‘On the Portsmouth Flying Machine,’ replied Hannah.
         
 
         ‘That’s all right then,’ he said sleepily.
 
         ‘You are not, sir,’ said Hannah sharply, ‘going to be sick?’
         
 
         He looked at her vaguely. ‘I cannot promise I won’t.’
         
 
         ‘Then will you please try to be sick outside the carriage!’
         
 
         ‘Do my best, ma’am. What’s that awful smell?’
 
         ‘You, sir.’
 
         ‘Faugh. Change and bathe at the next stage. Oh, God in Heaven and all His angels protect me!’ This cry of pain was because the coach had struck a hole in the road. The young gentleman clutched his fair curls and groaned.
         
 
         Hannah’s eyes were by now fairly snapping with curiosity. She noticed the fine sapphire in his cravat, the splendour of his boots, the fineness of his linen. Here surely was an aristocrat, and an aristocrat on the stage was a mystery and mystery meant adventure.
         
 
         He looked about to fall asleep again, so Hannah spoke up. ‘We have all introduced ourselves. I am Miss Hannah Pym of Kensington. The other lady is Miss Abigail Trenton, and the gentleman, Mr Jonas Cato.’
         
 
         ‘Railton, at your service, ma’am,’ he said weakly.
 
         ‘Mr Railton?’ pursued Hannah.
 
         ‘Lord Augustus Railton, if you must know,’ he said.
 
         Miss Trenton jerked upright, her mouth a little open. ‘Oh, I am glad to make your lordship’s acquaintance,’ she gushed. ‘So dreadful for us both to find ourselves in this stage, is it not? My carriage had gone ahead with my luggage. So much luggage, my lord, that there was no room for me. We shall no doubt catch up with it on the road.’
         
 
         ‘And pigs may fly,’ said Mr Cato.
 
         Lord Railton or Lord Augustus? wondered Hannah. How should she address him? Then she remembered. Hannah read the social columns. Lord Augustus Railton was the younger son of the Earl of Tradmere. Therefore he should be addressed as Lord Augustus. What else had she heard of him? Surely there had been a trial in Bow Street? Something to do with breaking into the Duke of Duborough’s house at midnight?
         
 
          
         Hannah glanced out of the window. They would not cross the Thames until the coach reached Putney Bridge. She wished she had not been so thrifty and had eaten breakfast. But a bed at the White Bear was enough expense without adding meals on to it. Hannah had a small apartment above a baker’s in the village of Kensington. It was too dangerous to travel from Kensington to London in a hack during the hours of darkness, and so she had decided to spend the night at the inn in Piccadilly. Would the road from Kensington ever be safe? Between Kensington and London lay Knightsbridge, the haunt of footpads and highwaymen. People wishing to walk from Kensington to Hyde Park Corner were meant to gather at the sound of a bell outside the entrance to Kensington Palace so that several could walk together in order to mitigate the perils of the journey.
         
 
         Hannah looked rather sourly at Miss Trenton. Here she was with a real-life aristocrat and not a heroine in sight. There should have been a beautiful young lady in the carriage so that Lord Augustus could fall in love with her. Hannah was a determined matchmaker.
         
 
         When Mrs Clarence had been in residence and Hannah had still only been a housemaid, there had been a young lady, a Miss Worthington, staying as a guest. A Mr Tamery had been much enamoured of this lady and she of him, but both were dreadfully shy and it looked to Hannah as if their visit to the Clarences might end with both of them going their separate ways without declaring their love.
         
 
         And so she had declared it for them. She had written a letter supposed to be from Mr Tamery to Miss Worthington, stating his passion and asking the lady to meet him in the gardens. How frightened the young Hannah had been at her own temerity. How amazed she had been later, as she had learned to spell and write better, that her scheme had worked so well. For both had promptly become engaged, Mr Tamery having been clever enough to keep quiet about not having written that ill-spelt letter.
         
 
         When Putney was reached, only Hannah was awake. She sent up a prayer for Mr Pitt, the Prime Minister, lying ill at Bowling Green House, and hoped he would recover soon. She wondered whether they would soon be at war again with France. Some newspapers said the Consul, Bonaparte, had fits of madness, and only his wife, the Creole, Madame Bonaparte, could tolerate him. Joséphine, Madame Bonaparte, was said to be vastly elegant. Hannah took comfort from that. Madame Bonaparte was forty. If a woman could be described as elegant at the age of forty, there was hope for such as Hannah Pym yet!
         
 
         The coach crossed Putney Heath and then on to Kingston, where it rolled into the yard of the Castle.
         
 
         Lord Augustus awoke with a groan. ‘B’Gad. I’ve a stomach on me like a Bengal general,’ he complained. Hannah drew her skirts close about her and eyed him nervously.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps a breakfast will set you to rights, my lord,’ she said. ‘A few rashers of bacon …’
         
 
         ‘Stop, I pray,’ said Lord Augustus faintly. The carriage door swung open and the grog face of the coachman looked in. ‘Breakfast, ladies and gents,’ he said. ‘And make it sharp.’ He then held out his hand for tips.
         
 
         Lord Augustus’s pallor became tinged with a faint pink. He searched frantically in his pockets. It was customary for the gentlemen in a stage-coach to pay the ladies’ tips and meals.
         
 
         ‘I bet the food at this inn is rotten,’ said Lord Augustus.
         
 
         ‘Wager you it ain’t,’ said Mr Cato. ‘Reputed to have the best fare on the Portsmouth road.’
         
 
         Animation showed in his lordship’s blue eyes. ‘Five yellow boys says it ain’t,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘Right,’ agreed the American. ‘But my decision, mind.’
         
 
         Hannah could not help noticing the slight relief in Lord Augustus’s eyes as Mr Cato tipped the coachman for all. They trooped into the inn, followed by the outside passengers who, like the outsiders they were, would have to wait until the insiders had been served.
         
 
         The smell of frying bacon was so delicious and Hannah so hungry that she was sure Lord Augustus would lose his bet. Alas, cooking food usually smells more delicious than the reality. The stage-coach passengers sat down to a breakfast of greasy, smelly bacon, pock-marked bread that showed where the spots of mould had been cleverly cut from it, and evil coffee.
         
 
         Mr Cato silently handed over five guineas, which Lord Augustus cheerfully pocketed. Milk laced with rum was offered all round but all waved it away, fearing that the milk was sour. Only Lord Augustus, who had ordered and drunk a large glass of brandy, looked cheerful when they mounted the coach again.
         
 
         Miss Trenton poked her head out of the window and glared at the coachman, who was talking to the guard in the inn courtyard.
         
 
         ‘Are we to be kept at this filthy place all day?’ she shouted.
         
 
         ‘Waiting another passenger,’ said the coachman laconically.
         
 
         ‘I shall give you five more minutes,’ snapped Miss Trenton, ‘and if we are not on our way by then, I shall report you to the owners!’
         
 
         She slammed up the glass and peered around. ‘Disgraceful!’ she said. ‘Of course, I suppose the blame must lie with this new passenger. People are so inconsiderate.’
         
 
         ‘Be along soon enough,’ drawled Lord Augustus. ‘We’ll be making another stop at Esher and might get something decent to eat there.’ He smiled around lazily. ‘Apologize for being bosky. Celebrating something, only can’t remember what.’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps this is our passenger arriving,’ said Hannah, noticing a shabby post-chaise drawing up.
         
 
         A young lady stepped down, followed by a stern matron. The carriage door was opened.
         
 
         ‘In you go, Penelope,’ said the matron. ‘It is of no use trying to lie to your parents, for I have written them of your perfidy.’
         
 
         The young lady murmured something unintelligible. Lord Augustus moved across the carriage to sit next to Hannah and begged the young lady to take his seat at the window. She murmured her thanks. Her face was covered with a large handkerchief.
         
 
         The carriage door slammed shut and the coachman and guard mounted to the roof.
         
 
         Hannah took out a guidebook, prepared to read, but put it down again as she heard a soft exclamation of surprise from Lord Augustus. She put down her book and looked up.
         
 
         The young lady had removed her handkerchief. Hannah stared at her, open-mouthed. Never had she seen such a vision of loveliness. The face of the young lady was heart-shaped. Under a frivolous little bonnet rioted dusky curls. Huge pansy-brown eyes stared out at the world in innocent wonder. She had a soft and generous mouth. Her lashes were long and tipped with gold. She was wearing a pink velvet gown with a pink velvet spencer. Two large tears welled up in her eyes and fell down her cheeks. Hannah thought the girl, for she was surely barely above seventeen years, had probably been crying for some time, although her cheeks were not blotched, nor were her beautiful eyes red.
         
 
         Lord Augustus took out a large handkerchief and handed it to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and smiled, a bewitching smile. ‘Mine is all wet. La! I have been crying this age.’
         
 
         ‘What troubles you, my dear?’ asked Hannah.
 
         Penelope gave a little choked sob and then blew her button of a nose. It was an unfashionable nose, a pert little nose, a common nose, but it did not detract from her beauty one whit. ‘There,’ she said in a soft voice. ‘I shall cry no more. When people keep telling you and telling you that you are wicked, you begin to think it might be so. But I did not do anything wrong.’
         
 
         ‘What did you do?’ asked Hannah bluntly.
 
         ‘I did not know his feelings were so warm towards me,’ said Penelope earnestly. ‘How could I? I mean, he was just the music teacher at the seminary and quite dreadfully old, nearly forty.’ Hannah glared but Penelope went on regardless. ‘He would put his hands over mine to show me the fingering of the keys, and say, “Naughty puss, you will never get it right,” and then he would squeeze my fingers, but I thought it was a punishment. Then yesterday, Mr Turrip, the music teacher, that is, fell to his knees beside the piano stool and asked me to marry him. Imagine! And then Miss Jasper walked in.’
         
 
         ‘Miss Jasper?’ prompted Lord Augustus, his voice warm with amusement.
         
 
         ‘The principal of the seminary. She said I had been leading him on and demanded to know all, after she had dismissed the poor man from her employ. I said I had not been leading him on and said he had squeezed my fingers as a punishment, and she said, no one in their right mind was as naïve as all that and that I had caused trouble before.’
         
 
         ‘How had you caused trouble before?’ Hannah leaned forward.
         
 
         ‘It was in church, don’t you see.’ Penelope prattled on in a childlike voice. ‘There was this young man kept staring at me and I thought perhaps I had a smut on my nose or perhaps he did not like me. So when we were filing out of the church – that is, I and the other girls – I stepped aside and demanded to know why he had looked at me so. He said his heart was breaking and I said that he would be better to stare at the lady who had broken his heart than glare at me, and Miss Jasper came up and gave my arm quite a cruel wrench and she said to the young man, “Your parents shall hear from me,” so perhaps she knew why his heart was breaking. But I do not see why I was in disgrace.’
         
 
         ‘Did it not perhaps occur to you that he was breaking his heart over you?’ demanded Hannah.
         
 
         Penelope’s large eyes became even larger. ‘No. Why should it? I mean, we had not been introduced.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, I see you are a stickler for the conventions,’ said Lord Augustus. He introduced himself and then the other members of the carriage. Hannah noticed in surprise that Lord Augustus had somehow managed to change his clothes, shave and wash during their brief stop at the Castle.
         
 
         ‘And my name is Penelope Wilkins,’ said the charmer. ‘How d’ye do. I shall have your handkerchief laundered when I reach home, Mr Railton, and return it to you.’
         
 
         ‘Lord Augustus Railton,’ simpered Miss Trenton.
 
         Penelope stared at Lord Augustus for a long moment. Then she said, ‘If you are a lord, why are you on the common stage?’
         
 
         ‘Pockets to let,’ he remarked.
 
         Penelope looked puzzled. ‘Sported all my blunt,’ he volunteered by way of clarification. Penelope shook her head in bewilderment.
         
 
         ‘He means he ain’t got no money,’ said Mr Cato and then let out a deafening sneeze.
         
 
         ‘Oh.’ Penelope digested this piece of information. ‘But people do say, “As rich as a lord”, do they not?’
         
 
         ‘I think the phrase is, “As drunk as a lord”,’ said Hannah.
         
 
         Another pouting ‘oh’ from that rosebud mouth. Then the pretty face cleared. ‘Ah, that is why you do not have money. You lead a dissolute life.’
         
 
         ‘My dear …’ protested Hannah.
 
         ‘Exactly,’ said Lord Augustus.
 
         ‘Then the situation can be remedied,’ said Penelope. ‘You can always work.’
         
 
         Mr Cato slapped his knee in delight and chuckled. ‘That’s rich, that is. You sound like a Yankee,’ by which he meant New Englander. ‘Don’t you know what a gentleman is, young lady? They don’t work.’
         
 
         ‘But my father works very hard,’ said Penelope earnestly, ‘and he is a gentleman.’
         
 
         ‘What does he do?’ asked Mr Cato curiously.
 
         ‘He owns the biggest chandlery business in Portsmouth.’ Penelope’s eyes sparkled with pride.
         
 
         ‘Then he’s just like me,’ said Mr Cato. ‘You can’t be a gentleman and be in trade.’
         
 
         ‘That is not true,’ said Penelope. ‘Why, Mr Whitbread, the Member of Parliament, is in beer, and yet he dines with the Prince of Wales.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, well, beer’s another thing. Tea, too,’ said Mr Cato darkly. 
         
 
         Penelope looked puzzled.
 
         ‘You do not seem to know much of the world, Miss Wilkins,’ said Hannah curiously. ‘I gather you have been at a seminary in Kingston. Surely the purpose of such seminaries is to train young ladies in etiquette.’
         
 
         ‘I suppose so,’ said Penelope vaguely, ‘and what a dead bore it was, too. Were I not in disgrace, I would be quite happy to go home. Papa is a dear but he has such ambitions for me. I had a governess at home and was not allowed to socialize with the daughters of the other tradespeople in Portsmouth. Papa says I am to marry a lord, but I do not think I want to, if they do not work.’
         
 
         ‘But everyone in England falls out of their cradle knowing the aristocracy do not work,’ said Mr Cato.
         
 
         ‘Now that is not quite true,’ said Hannah. ‘Many do a great deal of work on their estates or in the army or the Church or in the government of the country. Pray tell Miss Wilkins you are not a good example.’ Hannah gave Lord Augustus a quizzical look.
         
 
         ‘You have the right of it, ma’am,’ said Lord Augustus seriously. ‘You have no idea the work we have, Miss Wilkins. It is a great deal of labour to be in fashion. Hours being fitted by one’s tailor, lies to be thought up for the dun and one’s banker, dancing with the most appalling females just to be polite, knowing who to cut and who to be civil to … faugh! I feel exhausted just thinking about it all.’
         
 
         ‘What a dreadfully useless sort of life,’ said Penelope mournfully.
         
 
         ‘He is bamming,’ said Hannah, looking hopefully at Lord Augustus, waiting for that young man to redeem himself. But he cocked a quizzical eyebrow at her and said softly, ‘Good try, ma’am, but it is as I say. I am beyond repair – just like my fortunes.’
         
 
         But not, thought Miss Hannah Pym, if you marry a rich merchant’s daughter.
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            Dumb, inscrutable and grand.
            
 
            Matthew Arnold

         
 
         The coach rolled to a stop at Esher. All were hungry, and when the coachman opened the door, Mr Cato, as spokesman, said they all needed a proper breakfast.
         
 
         They filed into a low dining-room and clustered around the fire while the waiters rushed to set the table. Hannah looked curiously at Miss Trenton, wondering what she was like without her massive bonnet and then decided the lady would probably appear even more ill-favoured than she seemed with it on.
         
 
         Miss Trenton seemed to have contracted a strong dislike for the fair Penelope.
         
 
         This time the food proved excellent. Even Miss Trenton showed signs of thaw, although she still concentrated mostly on Lord Augustus, regaling him with tales of her splendid carriage, which was always ‘just up ahead’.
         
 
         And then the cosy atmosphere was shattered. A man in irons was led through the dining-room and into the tap by two constables and three militia. He was dirty and dishevelled, a sorry figure indeed. He was tall and thin with thick smooth black hair and a clever mobile face with a beaky nose and long mouth, an East End London face, thought Hannah. His black eyes flashed a look of mute appeal at the assembled company. Miss Trenton and Mr Cato turned their faces away. Hannah looked back in curious sympathy, Penelope’s eyes filled with tears, and Lord Augustus looked at Penelope and then shouted to one of the constables, ‘What has he done?’
         
 
         The constable turned back. ‘Footman to Lady Carsey at the Manor. Robbed her of her diamond brooch, he did. Moving him to the prison here. He’ll hang on the scaffold in the morning. Thirsty work, escorting prisoners.’ He looked longingly at the rest, who were already burying their noses in pewter tankards in the tap.
         
 
         Penelope let out a little squeal of dismay.
 
         ‘I suppose the prisoner protests his innocence?’ asked Lord Augustus.
         
 
         ‘Can’t. Deaf and dumb.’
 
         Lord Augustus glanced at Penelope’s wide-eyed distress, and said, ‘And there is absolute proof he took it?’
         
 
          
         ‘Well, her ladyship says so, and that was enough for the court.’
         
 
         ‘But hanging,’ protested Hannah. ‘Surely transportation would be a more normal sentence for theft.’
         
 
         ‘Not from a peeress, it ain’t,’ said the constable. ‘If you’re on the thieving lay, best to take from Mr Bloggs of nowhere and leave the quality alone.’ And he walked off to join the others.
         
 
         Penelope clenched her little hands. ‘He is innocent,’ she pronounced.
         
 
         Miss Trenton found her voice. ‘Do not be such a silly chit,’ she said roundly. ‘You have never seen the fellow before, and if Lady Carsey says he did it, then he did.’
         
 
         ‘Are you acquainted with Lady Carsey?’ asked Lord Augustus.
         
 
         ‘No, but, well, it stands to reason …’
 
         Penelope had begun to cry in earnest, and all looked at her helplessly.
         
 
         Her food lay untouched in front of her. ‘I do not understand your distress,’ said Hannah, although she had to admit that that look from the prisoner had touched her heart. ‘Excuse me.’ She rose to her feet, and to the other passengers’ surprise, she made her way through to the tap.
         
 
         ‘I would like to speak to the prisoner,’ she said.
 
         ‘He can’t speak, mum, nor hear,’ said a constable.
 
         Hannah looked into the prisoner’s face. He seemed intelligent. She opened her reticule and drew out a notebook and a lead pencil. On a page she wrote, ‘Did you take the brooch?’
         
 
          
         She then passed both notebook and pencil to the prisoner. Holding them awkwardly, for his wrists were manacled, he leaned the book on top of the table and wrote, ‘I am innocent.’
         
 
         Hannah’s eyes gleamed with excitement. ‘Then why should she accuse you?’ she wrote.
         
 
         The prisoner read it and then began to write busily. ‘She wanted me in her bed. I refused. She took this revenge. She probably still has the brooch.’
         
 
         ‘Enough o’ that,’ growled the constable. ‘Time to go.’ Hannah took back her notebook and watched miserably as the prisoner was dragged out of the inn.
         
 
         She read what he had written and then returned to the others. She silently showed the notebook to Penelope, who had to scrub her streaming eyes in order to read it.
         
 
         ‘Oh, there you have it,’ cried Penelope. ‘He is innocent.’ Her large and beautiful eyes turned on Lord Augustus. ‘You must do something, my lord. You can do something.’
         
 
         Lord Augustus took the notebook from her, read it, and shrugged his elegant shoulders. ‘I cannot be of help,’ he said indifferently. ‘Deuced hot in here. Going outside for some air.’
         
 
         Hannah slid an arm around Penelope’s shaking shoulders. ‘I do not think anyone can help now that the courts have passed a death sentence on him. All we can do is pray.’
         
 
         Penelope clasped her hands and closed her eyes like an obedient child. Hannah felt a lump rising in her throat. Surely the man was guilty. He must be guilty.
         
 
          
         The coachman called they were ready to leave and they all trudged out into the courtyard to where Lord Augustus was leaning against the side of the coach, smoking a cheroot.
         
 
         They all climbed silently in. Even Mr Cato seemed to have been affected by the prisoner’s fate. They were just leaving the courtyard when there came various splintering sounds. The carriage dipped suddenly, throwing everyone into a jumble of arms and legs.
         
 
         Mr Cato was first to open the door. The front wheels of the coach had gone spinning away, the poles had snapped, and the cursing coachman was gingerly climbing down.
         
 
         The coachman examined the damage and his face darkened with rage. ‘Someone’s taken a saw to these here poles and wheel shafts,’ he shouted. ‘Which one of you did this?’
         
 
         The cold voice of Lord Augustus dripped like iced water on the rage of the coachman. ‘My dear, dear fellow,’ he said. ‘You are surely not accusing one of us of sabotage.’
         
 
         ‘Someone did it,’ said the coachman, whirling this way and that.
         
 
         ‘Then you had better summon the law,’ remarked Lord Augustus equably, ‘while I escort the ladies back to the inn.’
         
 
         He held out one arm to Hannah and the other to Penelope. Miss Trenton muttered something and then walked behind them to the inn, followed by Mr Cato and the outside passengers.
         
 
          
         ‘It is a miracle,’ breathed Penelope.
 
         ‘The coach breaking down?’ Hannah began to wonder whether the fair Penelope had all her wits.
         
 
         ‘Yes, you see, it gives us time.’
         
 
         ‘Time for what?’ demanded Hannah crossly.
 
         ‘Why, time to visit Lady Carsey and ask her whether she is sure that the footman stole the brooch.’
         
 
         ‘I do not see how a party of stage-coach passengers would be allowed further than her lodge-gates,’ said Hannah.
         
 
         Penelope’s eyes rounded on Lord Augustus like carriage lamps turning a corner. ‘But you could, my lord.’
         
 
         ‘I am a Fribble, Miss Wilkins,’ said Lord Augustus, leading her to the inn-table and drawing out a chair for her. ‘A lily of the field. I toil not, neither do I interest myself in the fate of footmen.’ He turned and walked stiffly from the inn. Penelope let out a cry of distress.
         
 
         ‘Wait here with Mr Cato and Miss Trenton,’ said Hannah. ‘I shall be back in a trice.’
         
 
         She found Lord Augustus standing in the coach-yard, studying the wreck of the coach through his quizzing-glass.
         
 
         ‘If you took that saw out of your top-boot, my lord,’ said Hannah quietly, ‘then you might be able to join us and sit at your ease.’
         
 
         He stood silently for a moment, and then gave a reluctant laugh. ‘I hope no one else has such sharp eyes. I shall go round to the tack-room and replace it if you will make sure no one follows me.’
         
 
          
         Hannah studied his retreating back thoughtfully. So the indolent Lord Augustus had moved himself enough to wreck the coach. Obviously he wanted to gain time to prove the footman’s innocence or guilt to Penelope’s satisfaction. Therefore, he must be interested in Penelope. He was obviously in need of funds and Penelope’s father was rich. Penelope’s father wanted his daughter to marry a lord. What could be more perfect? And Hannah was firmly convinced that behind the stiffening spine of every Fribble lay a pretty and spineless woman who needed protection. Hannah heaved a sigh. The meek shall inherit the best husbands. Women of character, brains, and independence were damned to spinsterhood unless they commanded a good dowry. Such was the way of the world.
         
 
         Lord Augustus ambled back. ‘Why did you do it?’ asked Hannah.
         
 
         ‘The food here is good,’ he said carelessly, ‘and I have a mind to stay the night in Esher.’
         
 
         ‘But, my lord, surely you wish to prove the footman innocent?’
         
 
         He laughed. ‘Why, you are a romantic, Miss Pym, with a hellish gleam of matchmaking in your fine eyes. I have no interest in that soufflé of a young lady in there.’
         
 
         ‘Do you mean to say,’ said Hannah angrily, ‘that you damaged the coach simply to prolong your stay here? I have a good mind to report you.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t,’ he said lazily. ‘They would bill me for the damage and my pockets are to let.’
         
 
         ‘Then if you want to keep my mouth shut, sirrah, I suggest you busy yourself with an immediate visit to Lady Carsey.’
         
 
         ‘What a bully you are. Must I?’
 
         ‘Of course!’
 
         ‘So be it. But at least allow me a glass of brandy to fortify myself.’
         
 
         Hannah sat impatiently in the inn while Lord Augustus sipped his brandy and looked vaguely about him. Penelope had retired upstairs to an inn bedchamber to wash and change. ‘I told her she was going to needless expense renting a room,’ snapped Miss Trenton. ‘Waste of time prettifying herself.’
         
 
         ‘I do so agree,’ said Lord Augustus earnestly. Miss Trenton beamed on him, but her smile faded when he added, ‘Miss Wilkins is pretty enough as it is.’
         
 
         Hannah rose to her feet. ‘I am going out for a walk. I suggest you accompany me, Lord Augustus.’ She gave him a threatening glare.
         
 
         ‘Very well,’ he said meekly.
 
         ‘And you know just where we are going,’ said Hannah, as they walked together across the inn courtyard. There was a quick patter of footsteps behind them and Penelope caught up with them. She was wearing a sapphire-blue carriage dress with gold frogs, and a frivolous little military hat was balanced rakishly on her dusky curls.
         
 
         ‘I am coming with you,’ she said.
 
         ‘For a walk?’ asked Lord Augustus.
 
         ‘No, stoopid! To Lady Carsey.’
 
         ‘Ladies, ladies, may I point out we do not know where she lives.’
         
 
          
         ‘But I do,’ said Penelope triumphantly. ‘She lives at the Manor. The constable said so, and the Manor is only a short walk from here. I asked the servants. We turn to the left.’
         
 
         A blustery wind whipped at the ladies’ skirts. Penelope stifled a yawn. ‘I am so very tired.’ She smiled up at Lord Augustus. ‘Of course, as soon as we set our footman free, I can catch a few hours’ sleep.’
         
 
         ‘You are so confident,’ he said.
 
         A dazzling smile met his gaze. ‘Oh, but you see, I have quite decided you could do anything at all, my lord, once you put your mind to it.’
         
 
         ‘I am struck as dumb as the footman,’ remarked Lord Augustus.
         
 
         ‘What takes you to Portsmouth, my lord?’ asked Hannah.
         
 
         ‘I have an aged uncle in residence there. Quite rich. Bound to die soon. My last hope. Now what have I said?’ For Penelope’s face was puckered up in distress.
         
 
         ‘You are like a vulture, my lord, waiting for that old man to die. Fie, for shame!’
         
 
         A glint of anger showed in Lord Augustus’s blue eyes. Beautiful widgeons such as Penelope were supposed to make pretty, artless remarks. Then he smiled. ‘I feel I am reliving my grandfather’s experiences.’
         
 
         ‘How so? A story?’ Penelope clasped both hands over his arm and looked at him as hopefully as a child at bed-time.
         
 
         ‘A true story, Miss Wilkins. My father, when a very young man, was taken prisoner by the Americans in 1777 and put on board a prison ship above Charlestown Ferry in Boston. The ship was foul and he and his fellow officers were suffering from fever, ague, and dysentery. They wrote to the Council of Boston and asked leave to go into the country on parole. This was granted and he was told his parole would be in the town of Pepperell, although he would not be allowed to travel over a mile outside the town. He procured quarters for himself and his servant in a house where he had to pay two silver dollars a week for board.
         
 
         ‘It was a free and easy existence. The family consisted of a middle-aged couple and their two spinster daughters. They had not the least understanding of what was due to a gentleman and treated my father’s servant in exactly the same way as they treated my father. My father said he quite enjoyed the evenings when a large fire would be made on the hearth. The room was filled with the sound of humming spinning-wheels and the laughter of the apprentice boys shucking corn. No candles were used, but the room was lighted by splinters of pine wood thrown on the fire. The days were boring, he said; nothing to do while the family were out at work. And when he asked the town council for washerwomen to do his laundry, they sent him a wash-tub and a bar of soap and told him to get on with it. You should live in America, Miss Wilkins.’
         
 
         There was a silence. Penelope frowned in thought. ‘You are mocking me,’ she said at last. ‘But if he was a prisoner, washing his own clothes was surely not such a hardship.’
         
 
          
         ‘My dear young lady, the joke is that they should expect him to do so.’
         
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘Gentlemen do not wash their own clothes.’
 
         ‘How very strange to stand on ceremony in such circumstances,’ said Penelope thoughtfully. ‘Stupid, too. And had he and his servant volunteered to help the family in their work, they would not have found the days boring.’
         
 
         ‘Have you ever done any work yourself, Miss Wilkins?’
         
 
         ‘No. But then I have not been a prisoner of war, but if I ever were, I should not stand on my dignity.’
         
 
         ‘Easy to say when it is not likely to happen.’
 
         The couple surveyed each other coldly, as if across a great gulf.
         
 
         Hannah stifled a sigh. Despite Père Wilkins’s worldly ambitions for his daughter, she feared he was a Radical, and would not look fondly on such as the frivolous Lord Augustus as a son-in-law. Like most people at the dawn of this new nineteenth century, Hannah believed that God put one in one’s appointed place and to think otherwise was flying in the face of Providence. In her case, it was different. Divine Intervention had seen to it that she was left a legacy. And yet there was no denying the common sense of Penelope’s argument. Perhaps Penelope was not stupid at all, but merely unfashionably down-to-earth.
         
 
         They came to the gates of the Manor. Lord Augustus rang the bell at the lodge and then presented his card to the lodge-keeper, who opened the gates.
         
 
          
         They walked in silence up to the house. Again Lord Augustus presented his card. A butler led them through a shadowy hall to a reception room and then left them. The house appeared to be richly furnished, but somehow cold and dark and gloomy.
         
 
         They waited half an hour and then the door opened and Lady Carsey came in.
         
 
         Penelope took one look at her, turned pink, and stared at the floor. For despite the chilly day, Lady Carsey was wearing a transparent muslin gown and appeared to have next to nothing under it. She was highly painted, Roman-looking, with a generous bust, liquid eyes, a patrician nose, and a great quantity of glossy brown curls dressed in the latest fashion. She held out her hand to Lord Augustus and then gave two fingers for Penelope and Hannah to shake. Hannah wondered crossly why Lady Carsey had immediately assumed that she and Miss Wilkins were of lower rank than Lord Augustus. Covertly, Hannah stroked the expensive stuff of her gown. Why had not Lady Carsey thought them relatives?
         
 
         But Lady Carsey knew all about the stage-coach passengers, having just heard the gossip about them from her servants. She had learned all about the handsome lord and the ‘divinely beautiful’ girl who had arrived on the stage, and so it was Penelope she was trying to offend, not Hannah.
         
 
         She waved a hand to indicate that they had her permission to sit down, and then asked Lord Augustus, ‘And to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?’
         
 
         ‘The ladies here have had their hearts touched by the predicament of your footman,’ said Lord Augustus. Lady Carsey’s eyes, which had been glowing at him a moment before, hardened. ‘He is a thief. He stole my brooch.’
         
 
         ‘Why did you employ a deaf-and-dumb footman in the first place?’ asked Lord Augustus curiously.
         
 
         She shrugged. ‘A novelty. It amused me to have a dumb servant. Now, if I have satisfied your curiosity, you must excuse me. I have much to do.’
         
 
         ‘I see we have bored you with our tedious inquiries,’ said Lord Augustus. ‘Perhaps I can redeem myself by giving you the latest London gossip.’ He smiled into her eyes.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps. But have these ladies nothing else to do?’
 
         ‘Of course,’ said Lord Augustus. ‘They are both fatigued and would be glad of an opportunity to rest. Is that not so, Miss Pym?’
         
 
         Hannah got to her feet. ‘Certainly. Come, Miss Wilkins.’
         
 
         Penelope’s eyes were wide with disappointment as Hannah urged her from the room. ‘He was not interested in helping our footman,’ expostulated Penelope. ‘He is only interested in that painted harridan.’
         
 
         ‘Then he has more chance of finding out whether the footman really took the brooch or not than we have,’ said Hannah crossly. She hoped that was what Lord Augustus meant to do, but she doubted it. She wondered if Lord Augustus had ever thought seriously about anyone or anything in the whole of his life.
         
 
         ‘We can go and see our prisoner, however,’ said Hannah, ‘and take him some food.’
         
 
          
         Penelope brightened. Then her face fell. ‘But we cannot offer him any hope, and with the prospect of the gallows before him, he may not feel like eating anything.’
         
 
         They returned to the inn and found out the whereabouts of the prison, packed a basket with eatables and a bottle of wine, and made their way out again. The day had turned cold and the sky was dark. Birds piped miserably in the bare branches of the trees. Outside the prison, they were erecting the gallows, the workmen whistling cheerfully.
         
 
         Hannah had found out that the prisoner was called Benjamin Stubbs. She bribed the turnkey to obtain permission to talk to the prisoner for half an hour.
         
 
         They were shown into a miserable cell. Benjamin was chained to the floor. Penelope gave a childish little gulp and Hannah knew the girl was trying hard not to cry. She held out a piece of paper on which she had already written: ‘We have brought you some food.’
         
 
         The prisoner gave her a wan smile and it went straight to Hannah’s heart. The footman had a face that Hannah was sure was normally bright and cheeky and alert. She took out another piece of paper and wrote, ‘How did you come to be in Lady Carsey’s employ?’
         
 
         He sat down at a plain deal table in the cell and awkwardly took the paper and pencil from her, the long chains locked to the floor rattling and clanking as he moved.
         
 
         He began to write busily while Hannah and Penelope sat in silence. At last he handed the paper over. Hannah and Penelope put their heads together and read, ‘I had never been in Service and had a mind to be a Footman. I had been on the Rode for a Long Time, working in the Fields when I could. I had no References but heard Lady Carsey liked Freaks and had once taken a Dwarf in her employ as a page. Me being Deaf and Dumb might interest her and so it did, and so she hired me. But she wanted me in her Bed and I could not, for she was not to my Taste, and so she got Mad and said I had stole the Broach which I did not as sure as my name is Benjamin Stubbs.’
         
 
         ‘Decadence,’ said Hannah fiercely. She wrote, ‘Describe the brooch.’
         
 
         Again the prisoner wrote and again they read. ‘It was an oblong brooch of Dymonds set in gold with little saffires around the Edge.’
         
 
         Hannah wrote, ‘Be of good cheer. We will do what we can to help.’
         
 
         Tears formed in the prisoner’s eyes and he turned his head away.
         
 
         ‘How terrible,’ sobbed Penelope when they were once more outside the prison. ‘B-but how odd that Lady Carsey should collect freaks.’
         
 
         ‘Painted harpy,’ said Hannah with a sniff. ‘If such is to Lord Augustus’s taste, I want nothing more to do with him.’
         
 
         When they returned to the inn, it was to learn that the stage-coach would be repaired the following morning. There was no sign of Lord Augustus. The day wore on and then he appeared. He requested a bedchamber, went upstairs, and came down a half-hour later, very grand in evening dress, cool and tailored and barbered. Hannah asked him eagerly if there was any hope of finding the brooch, but he looked at her vaguely and said he was going to the Manor for dinner. Still hopeful, Hannah gave him a description of the brooch. He did not appear to pay any great attention. He had become haughty and remote. Even Miss Trenton voiced as soon as he had gone that she was disappointed in such a man who did not know the proper respect due to a lady such as herself who owned a carriage.
         
 
         After dinner, Mr Cato and Miss Trenton retired to the bedchambers they had been forced to reserve, neither wanting to sit up all night. But Hannah and Penelope sat on in the dining-room, looking from time to time out of the bay window, hoping for a glimpse of Lord Augustus coming back with some good news. Neither of the ladies really could believe that the indolent Lord Augustus would make an effort to do anything.
         
 
         Midnight came and went. ‘You should get some sleep, Miss Wilkins,’ said Hannah.
         
 
         Penelope shook her head. ‘I will wait out this night,’ she said quietly. ‘At least we can pray.’
         
 
         ‘Of course he may be guilty,’ ventured Hannah cautiously.
         
 
         ‘But you do not believe that,’ said Penelope.
 
         ‘N-no. You see, he reminds me of someone.’
 
         ‘Tell me. It will help to pass the time.’
 
         ‘I was once a servant,’ began Hannah, ‘in a large household, Thornton Hall, in Kensington. I do not wish you to tell anyone of this, Miss Wilkins. Can you imagine how such as Miss Trenton would behave towards me? In any case, it all happened when I was a scullery maid. That is how I started in service. Food had been found to be missing from the larder, and somehow this young footman was accused of taking it. He looked a little like Benjamin, not the usual handsome lump of a fellow like your ordinary footman. He was quick and alert and bright. But he made fun of his betters behind their backs and the other servants did not like this.’
         
 
         ‘Why?’ asked Penelope, round-eyed.
 
         ‘There is a very strict pecking order in the servants’ hall, and above all, your masters must be spoken of with respect. The footman was called Adam. Well, Adam was accused of taking the food and the matter was about to be put before our employers, the Clarences, and I was appalled that a man could be found guilty without any evidence. It was simply because his face and manner did not fit. He was the strange animal in our meek little herd of obedient servants. I slept at nights then under the kitchen table. One night, I decided to stay awake, which was a great effort, for usually I was too tired at the end of the day to keep my eyes open. But I managed this night. At two in the morning, I heard a sound from the larder. There was one of the maids, a sharp-faced girl called Nancy. The kitchen was lit by shafts of moonlight. I stayed in the shadows and she did not see me. She took a large meat-pie and wrapped it in a cloth. Then she went to the back kitchen door and opened it and handed the pie to a villainous-looking ruffian. I said nothing. I went back to my bed and fell asleep. In the morning at the servants’ breakfast, the butler announced he was going to report the theft that very day to Mr Clarence. I stood up, feeling very nervous and shaky, sick almost with fright, and told them about Nancy. Nancy threw her apron over her head and began to cry and confessed all. The villain was her brother, a bad lot from Hammersmith, who had threatened her with violence if she did not supply him with food. So that matter was taken to the Clarences, although it was Mrs Clarence who handled the matter.’
         
 
         ‘And was Nancy dismissed?’ asked Penelope.
 
         ‘No, for Mrs Clarence was as kind as she was beautiful. She had several of the outside staff wait the next night and they caught the villain. He was told that if he was found within the grounds again, he would be turned over to the magistrate. Nancy became a very willing and obedient servant after that.’
         
 
         ‘And Adam?’
 
         ‘Oh, he left. I do not know what became of him. The other servants did not apologize to him, you know. In fact, I think they blamed him for not being the thief. Servants, like other people, are suspicious of anyone whose face does not fit. And yet I liked him. He was not malicious about his employers, only very funny. I think he found service demeaning and it was his way of coping with it. Benjamin reminds me of Adam. I feel he had never been a servant before his employment with Mrs Carsey, but I also feel, whatever he worked at before, it was honest employ.’
         
 
         Hannah fell silent. She prayed that Lord Augustus would return with some proof of either innocence or guilt before morning. But she did not like to tell Penelope that she had very little hope of his doing so. Lord Augustus, she was convinced, was pleasuring himself in the bed of Lady Carsey and had forgotten all about the footman.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At five in the morning, Lord Augustus crept from Lady Carsey’s bed and as softly as a cat began to prowl about the room, looking in boxes and drawers. He felt shaky and exhausted. What a night! At one point he had begun to despair of ever tiring her out. He felt soiled and dirty in mind and body. She was an evil woman, and, he had learned, mad in a vicious way. The light from a tall candle shone across Lady Carsey’s body. She was lying on her back, with her mouth slightly open. He searched quickly and rapidly. Where could she have hidden it? He doubted whether she had thrown it away. He had quickly learned she was avaricious. And then he wondered whether she might after all just have left it in her jewel box. The servants seemed to be her creatures, and besides, only her lady’s maid other than herself would know if the brooch was still there. He tried the lid of her jewel box. It was locked. He searched in his coat, which he had slung over the back of a chair, until he found a penknife. He slid the blade under the lock. It was not very strong and snapped open with a crack. He waited. The figure on the bed said something and stirred. Then there was a gentle snore. He opened the lid and began to lift out the trays of brooches and necklaces. And there, at the very bottom of the box, he found it – a diamond brooch, oblong and with an edging of sapphires.
         
 
         Lord Augustus thought quickly. If he awoke her and accused her of her perfidy, she would have time to hide the brooch again, and it would only be his word against hers. If he took the brooch to the authorities, she might claim it was a twin of the one of the footman had taken and accuse him, too, of theft.
         
 
         He dressed very quickly and let himself softly out of the room and then out of the Manor. Penelope and Hannah would not have recognized the indolent Lord Augustus in the figure that fled down the drive as if all the demons in hell were after him. He ran at great speed straight to the prison and roused the guards and the governor, demanding that a constable and magistrate should come to the Manor with him immediately.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Lady Carsey awoke and stretched like a cat. She rolled over in bed but felt no warm body in the bed beside her. She yawned and sat up. The bedhangings were drawn back and a candle burned and flickered in its stick. Her sleepy eyes fell on the jewel box, which lay on her toilet table with the lid thrown back.
         
 
         She swung her legs out of bed and stood up just as the door of her bedchamber was flung open and Lord Augustus, followed by the magistrate, the constable, and the governor of the prison, burst into the room.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Benjamin Stubbs was led out of his prison cell and then out to the gallows. It was five minutes to six in the morning, and he was to hang at six. Only a small group of townspeople had gathered to see the hanging. Hangings were such an everyday event that few troubled to rouse themselves to watch. But Hannah and Penelope were there, clutching hold of each other, their eyes weary with lack of sleep.
         
 
         ‘You should not be here,’ said Hannah to Penelope. ‘There is nothing we can do now.’
         
 
         ‘I cannot, I will not, believe that Lord Augustus should abandon us in this shameless way,’ said Penelope. ‘My papa is always saying the aristocracy are lazy and effete. Why does he then want me to marry one of them? The world is a stupid, wicked place.’
         
 
         Benjamin mounted the scaffold. His face was white and tense, his eyes bleak. He looked down and saw Hannah and Penelope and made them a stiff bow.
         
 
         ‘Look the other way, Penelope,’ urged Hannah. ‘God grant me the strength, for when he hangs, I am going to jump on that scaffold and pull his legs so his neck will break and it at least will be quick.’
         
 
         The prison chaplain read a doleful sermon. The rope was put around Benjamin’s neck.
         
 
         ‘Hold hard!’ shouted a voice.
 
         Everyone swung around.
 
         Lord Augustus, the magistrate, the prison governor, and the constable came hurrying up to the scaffold. ‘Release the prisoner!’ shouted the governor. ‘He is innocent.’
         
 
          
         Benjamin looked dazed. But then, Hannah thought, how could a deaf man know he had been miraculously reprieved?
         
 
         ‘Write it down,’ shrieked Penelope. In a shaky hand, Hannah scribbled, ‘You are a Free Man.’ She climbed the scaffold as the executioner removed the rope from around Benjamin’s neck. Four flaring pine torches were burning at each corner of the scaffold. Benjamin held the paper up and read what was written on it.
         
 
         Then he slowly sank down on one knee and raised the hem of Hannah’s dress to his lips.
         
 
         ‘Enough of that!’ cried Hannah. ‘I am not your saviour. It is Lord Augustus you should thank. Oh, of course, you cannot hear a word I am saying.’ She wrote it down. Benjamin rose and read it. He shook his head in bewilderment.
         
 
         Hannah Pym took his hand in hers and then, as if leading a child, she took him down from the scaffold.
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