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            Love and a cottage! Eh, Fanny! Ah, give me indifference and a coach and six! 
            
 
            George Colman

         
 
         Miss Hannah Pym awoke, her heart beating hard. Her dream had been so real, so vivid, that she lay very still for a few moments, her eyes moving slowly around the well-appointed bedchamber, already lit by the pale light of dawn, reassuring herself that she was not in her old room at Thornton Hall.
 
         She climbed out of bed and began to dress hurriedly, but all the time worrying about that dream. In it, she had never been left a legacy by her late employer, had never had any adventures on the stage-coaches or acquired a footman and this elegant flat in the West End of London. In her dream, the reality had been the dream, and she was once again Hannah Pym, housekeeper, in black dress and cap, keys at her waist, fretting about the amount of work she had to do. And there in her dream had been her late employer’s wife, Mrs Clarence, pretty, laughing Mrs Clarence, just as if she had never run off with that footman; Mrs Clarence who called, ‘Come, Hannah, we have much to attend to. Just fancy Sir George marrying at last. We all thought him a confirmed old bachelor!’
         
 
         The dream had been so vivid. Hannah felt she could still smell Thornton Hall, that mixture of beeswax and wood-smoke and dried rose petals.
         
 
         Hannah shook herself like a dog as if to shake off the last horrible remnants of her nightmare. It was all in the past. Here she was in the present, about to embark on another journey, this time to York. For Sir George Clarence had reported that a friend of his had recently seen Mrs Clarence in York, and that, combined with a desire to furnish Sir George with tales of more adventures, was taking her on her travels again. Hannah felt that Sir George could never love her: the difference in their social standing was too great. Although she was now a lady of independent means, Sir George knew her as his brother’s ex-housekeeper. But he liked her tales of her journeys on the Flying Machines, as the stage-coaches were called, and Hannah had almost persuaded herself that his company on a few precious occasions was enough. Besides, there was Mrs Clarence to think of, Mrs Clarence who had been so kind to her. She might not yet know of the death of her husband, might not yet know that she was free to marry the handsome footman with whom she had run away.
         
 
         ‘Benjamin!’ called Hannah to her footman, asleep in the other room, and got a muffled reply, ‘Coming, modom.’
 
         Hannah Pym had no other servants. She had rescued Benjamin from the hangman on a previous adventure and he remained devoted to her. Many who saw Hannah, the thin spare spinster with the crooked nose, followed by her tall liveried footman, assumed she had a houseful of servants, for only the very rich could afford footmen.
 
         ‘Come along, Benjamin,’ shouted Hannah, fearing he had gone back to sleep. ‘The coach leaves at six-thirty and we’ve got to get a hack to take us to Holborn.’
 
         ‘Ordered the bleedin’ tumbril last night,’ roared Benjamin, whose accents swung wildly between common and refined, and the doctor who lived in the flat upstairs banged his chamber-pot on the floor in protest at the noise.
         
 
         Hannah finished dressing and crammed her hat on her head and flew into the sitting-room where Benjamin, in shirt-sleeves, was laying out a dismal breakfast. Benjamin, thought Hannah, would never be a domesticated animal. His idea of breakfast was a loaf of bread and a pat of butter and a kettle that had only just been set on a spirit-stove.
         
 
         ‘Leave it,’ snapped Hannah. ‘The hackney will be here any moment. We will get breakfast on the road.’
 
         Benjamin muttered something and went off to put on his new spun-glass wig and his livery which he had bought second-hand in Monmouth Street and which consisted of a red plush coat ridiculously embellished with gold epaulettes and embroidery, red plush breeches, and frilled shirt. He grabbed hold of his silver-topped walking stick and announced he was ready at the same time as the hackney driver could be heard howling from the street outside, prompting the doctor above-stairs to batter on the floor with the chamber-pot again.
         
 
         When they got to the George and Blue Boar in Holborn, from where the coach was to depart, Benjamin paid the previously agreed hackney fare of two shillings. The driver promptly demanded five shillings and threw down his hat and said he would fight Benjamin for it. Hannah told him to be off or she would call the watch and pushed Benjamin towards the York stage-coach.
         
 
         It was called the Stamford Regent and stood ready with four chestnuts harnessed up, shifting and restless, tossing their manes and sniffing the morning air. Ostlers, whistling through their teeth, were giving the last polish to the horses’ flanks. In a doorway the coachman, Tom Tapton, who fancied himself a ladies’ man, was talking to a pretty housemaid with her hair still in curl-papers. Ostlers began to shove luggage in the boot. The boot seemed to have an insatiable appetite and swallowed up everything thrown into it. Benjamin was being allowed to travel inside instead of with the outsiders on the roof. A thin, cadaverous man climbed aboard and took his seat. He had a colourless, epicene face and silver hair tied at his neck with a black ribbon. His eyes were pale blue and rested curiously on Hannah and then turned on Benjamin.
         
 
         Then there came a rumpus from the inn yard. Hannah, ever inquisitive, let down the glass and looked out. A slim, female figure was standing waiting while her luggage was placed in the boot. Around her, insults rose in the air, cleverly not directed at her, merely polluting the air about her.
 
         ‘Wonder if their women eats frogs,’ said one ostler.
 
         ‘Can’t tell wiff them Frenchies,’ jeered another. ‘Got dirty ’abits, they ’as. Should be killed like rats.’
 
         The girl’s sensitive face was pale and drawn. Hannah assumed, rightly, that she was French and the butt of the French-hating inn servants.
 
         She stepped down from the coach, holding her formidable umbrella like a club.
 
         ‘Are you travelling alone?’ she asked the girl.
 
         The girl threw her a look, half-scared, half-pleading. ‘Yes, madame.’
 
         ‘To York?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Then you had better have a chaperone. You are French?’
 
         A timid nod.
 
         ‘Come with me. You need protection.’
 
         Hannah helped the young lady into the coach and into a seat beside her. ‘I am Miss Hannah Pym,’ said Hannah, holding out her hand. ‘And this is my footman, Benjamin.’
 
         The girl took Hannah’s hand and shook it. ‘Merci,’ she said softly. ‘I am Mees Yvonne Grenier. I …’ Her eyes fell on the cadaverous man and widened in alarm.
         
 
         He smiled, baring yellow teeth like fangs. ‘I am Mr Smith,’ he said.
 
         Hannah felt Yvonne relax at the sound of Mr Smith’s English voice. What had she expected? Someone French? Hannah’s curiosity made her odd eyes, like opals, change from blue to green.
 
         And then something happened, something so wonderful that Hannah completely forgot about her fellow passengers. For there, outside the coach window, and smiling in, was Sir George Clarence.
         
 
         Outside the coach went Hannah again, blushing like sweet sixteen, eyes like stars.
 
         Inside the coach, Benjamin sat, rigid, biting his fingernails. He knew of his mistress’s love for Sir George and had wanted to do something to prompt a romance. So when the maid to one of London’s leading gossips had been sent to spy on Hannah, her mistress believing Hannah to be Sir George’s mistress and wanting confirmation, Benjamin had gleefully supplied that confirmation, hoping that malicious gossip would force Sir George to propose to Miss Hannah Pym or, failing that, prompt his mind to more tender thoughts than mere friendship. Now the footman thought he must have been mad. Such gossip might drive Sir George away completely. Perhaps he had come because he had heard it.
         
 
         But when Benjamin looked out of the window it was to see the couple chatting amiably.
 
         ‘How very good of you to come at this unearthly hour of the morning to say goodbye,’ said Hannah shyly.
         
 
         ‘I shall miss you,’ said Sir George gallantly, and Hannah felt quite weak with happiness. ‘I shall look forward to hearing your adventures on your return. I brought you some little things for the journey. He handed her a square box. Hannah babbled her thanks. ‘All on board the coach,’ roared the coachman.
 
         ‘Goodbye,’ said Hannah, holding out her hand. Sir George swept off his hat and bowed his head and kissed the back of her hand.
 
         Hannah floated on board the coach and took her seat. Tears of happiness were standing out in her eyes. ‘Let ’em go,’ shouted the coachman, ‘and look to yourselves.’ The ostlers flew from the chestnuts’ heads, the four horses sprang up to their collars, the guard performed, ‘Oh, Dear, What Can the Matter Be?’ on his bugle, and the Stamford Regent surged out of the inn courtyard.
 
         ‘What’s that?’ asked Benjamin, looking curiously at the box on Hannah’s lap.
 
         ‘A present from Sir George.’
 
         ‘Open it up,’ said Benjamin eagerly.
 
         Hannah undid the silk ribbon which was tied around the box and carefully stowed it away in her reticule. Then she lifted the lid of the box. It contained a small bottle of attar of roses, a gauzy scarf in rainbow colours, a pretty little fan with ivory sticks, and a guidebook to York.
 
         Hannah unstoppered the bottle of attar of roses and dabbed a little behind each ear. She wrapped the scarf around her neck and then handed the box with the guidebook and fan to Benjamin for safekeeping.
         
 
         Benjamin was pleased. He had been worried that Sir George might have chosen indigestion powders or a woollen comforter or something dreary in the way of a present. The rainbow scarf, he thought, was like Hannah’s odd eyes of many colours, and the coach was sweet with the fragrant smell of roses.
 
         The coach rumbled up Cow Lane and through Smithfield and then slowed to a halt as it was suddenly surrounded by cows on their way to Smithfield market.
 
         They sat listening to the lowing of the cattle and the cries of the guard urging the coachman to ‘fan ’em,’ and the coachman replying grandly that he had never whipped a beast yet.
 
         Then they were on their way again and soon arrived at the famous Peacock at Islington with its wood-and-plaster walls, its three storeys projecting over each other in front, its porch roof propped by caryatides. Outside the old inn stood an ostler with a horn lantern – although the early-morning sun was shining brightly – announcing the names of the coaches as they arrived at the door in a sort of bronchial wheeze. There were about twenty coaches outside the door, as all the northern coaches made a point of stopping at the Peacock. There was such an outcry, such a clattering of hooves, such a trumpeting of bugles, slamming of doors, and stamping of feet on splash boards, that Hannah was quite deafened, and through the hubbub rose the voice of the ostler, like a herald with a cold in the head, announcing the coaches: the York Highflyer, the Leeds Union, the York Express, the Rockingham, the Truth and Daylight, and, of course, the Stamford Regent.
         
 
         Waiters ran out with trays of rum and milk. Benjamin and Hannah gratefully drank theirs, for it was still early and the coach was cold, but Yvonne and Mr Smith both refused.
 
         Off they then rolled out of Islington and soon began the ascent to Highgate archway. The sun shone down in all its glory from a clear blue sky, and down below, London still slept under a pall of smoke.
 
         Hannah was beginning to feel very hungry indeed. She knew they were scheduled to change horses at the Green Man at Barnet and hoped they might breakfast there. But when they got to the Green Man, it was to learn that they were not due to breakfast until Enfield Chase. Brandy and hot water were served, and this time Yvonne and Mr Smith took some refreshment. Hannah, stealing a sideways look at her French companion, noticed that the hot drink had at least brought some colour to Yvonne’s face. They had quite a wait, for their coachman, Tom Tapton, that Lothario of the Great North Road, was dallying with a serving maid, his beaver adjusted at a rakish glance, his melting glances fastened occasionally on his next team, already fuming in the traces, but mostly on the Barnet Hebe, who was gazing up at him in adoration.
 
         Finally, he called, ‘Take your seats, gentlemen, please’, just as if the whole party had dismounted from the coach, and climbed in a leisurely way up onto the box, chewing a sprig of sweet lavender given him by the maid. Just as they were about to move off, the coach door opened and a large man climbed in and sat down between Benjamin and Mr Smith.
         
 
         Hannah glanced at the newcomer and then her eyes sharpened. He was a commanding figure. He was over six feet tall, amazing in an age when the average height was five feet. He had thick chestnut hair under a low-crowned wide-brimmed hat, silvery-grey eyes, a proud nose and a firm mouth and chin. His clothes were plain, but, Hannah noticed, had surely come from the hands of one of London’s finest tailors.
 
         ‘I hope I did not keep you waiting,’ he said in a light, pleasant voice.
 
         ‘I think our Romeo of a coachman would have kept us waiting in any case,’ said Hannah tartly. ‘If he is set on dallying with every female on the Great North Road, we shall never reach our destination.’
 
         ‘Ah, who can resist a pretty maid,’ said the newcomer. He smiled at Yvonne, who shrank a little towards Hannah. ‘Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Giles.’
         
 
         The others introduced themselves in turn, ‘French,’ said Mr Giles, looking at Yvonne. He broke into rapid French. Yvonne let out a little gasp and said, ‘Pray, I beg you, sir, address me in English. I must ’ave the practice.’
 
         ‘Of course. Are you travelling alone, Miss Grenier?’
 
         ‘No,’ retorted Hannah quickly, ‘I am Miss Grenier’s companion. We travel together.’
 
         Mr Smith looked amazed. ‘I could have sworn you both met at the inn for the first time!’
         
 
         Under the cover of her shawl, Yvonne’s small gloved hand found Hannah’s and pressed it hard. ‘I do not know what gave you that impression, sir,’ said Hannah. ‘We arranged to meet at the coaching inn at Holborn.’
 
         ‘But she introduced herself to you on the coach,’ protested Mr Smith.
 
         ‘I was looking out for her, not having met her before,’ said Hannah blandly. ‘I am taking care of her at the request of her family. She politely introduced herself.’
 
         ‘An unusually un-English trait, to be so interested in your fellow passengers, Mr Smith,’ commented Mr Giles.
 
         The pale eyes turned on him. ‘I am as English as roast beef,’ said Mr Smith.
 
         ‘But as you are curious,’ pursued Mr Giles, ‘I will indulge you. Now, I am travelling to York to see a relative. What is the nature of your business, Mr Smith?’
 
         ‘I also am travelling to York to meet someone,’ replied Mr Smith huffily. He took a small book out of his pocket and began to read.
 
         Mr Giles gave a faint shrug. ‘And you, Miss Pym? It is not often one meets a lady complete with liveried footman on a stage-coach.’
 
         ‘I am travelling for the sake of travel,’ said Hannah.
 
         ‘On a Flying Machine?’
 
         ‘Why not, sir? An inexpensive and comfortable mode of travel.’
 
         ‘Hardly that. I myself, had I the money, would prefer a well-sprung travelling coach of my own, with six prime horses to pull it.’
         
 
          Benjamin’s eyes gleamed. He was addicted to gambling and had not rattled the dice since a disastrous loss at Rochester the month before. But he had always been lucky before that dreadful game. If only he could have a great win, a magnificent win, then perhaps he could persuade Miss Pym to remain in London instead of retiring to a cottage in the country to eke out her legacy. Of course, if she married Sir George, that would solve all.
 
         ‘And you, Miss Grenier,’ Mr Giles was saying, ‘do you also travel for the love of it?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Hannah quickly. ‘I told you, she is with me.’
 
         ‘Relative?’
 
         ‘Friend of the family,’ said Hannah crossly. ‘I already told you so, or rather Mr Smith. I am very tired, sir, and do not wish to answer any more questions.’
 
         Hannah opened the box Sir George had given her and took out the guidebook and began to read. But she hardly took in a word. What was Yvonne doing on the coach, and why was she so frightened? The Terror was still raging in France. The Revolution had been no great thing, but after it was over, the massacres had begun. Yvonne was in England and had nothing to fear, but perhaps she did not know that, thought Hannah. Had she come over from France recently? Her English, although accented, was very good.
 
         And what of Mr Giles? His very air and ease of manner showed him a man used to command.
 
         The coach rolled towards Enfield Chase, where Queen Elizabeth, when still a princess, used to love to hunt. But she loved finery as much as she loved hunting, to the considerable disgust of her twelve ladies-in-waiting, who found themselves pursuing the flying hart arrayed in white satin and seated on ambling palfreys. Fifty archers, too, had to be gloriously dressed, with gilded bows in their hands, scarlet boots on their feet, and yellow caps on their heads. Hannah, who read history books as much as she read guide-books, wondered if they had ever caught anything or if the stag had heard them all coming from miles away.
         
 
         The coach lurched to a halt and the passengers climbed stiffly down. Hannah drew Yvonne’s arm through her own as they walked to the inn and said in a companionable way, ‘You will feel better when you have eaten, Miss Grenier. There is nothing like a good English breakfast. I do not want to pry, but I would like to remind you that you are in the country of the free now. No danger can come to you.’
 
         Except, thought Hannah crossly when they were seated at the round breakfast table and she saw the admiring look Mr Giles was giving Yvonne, from Lotharios.
 
         Yvonne was very pretty, reflected Hannah – for a Frenchwoman. Hannah was very English, and like most English, terribly suspicious of foreigners in general and the French in particular. But there was something appealing about Yvonne. She had an oval face and very large hazel eyes fringed with heavy lashes. Her mouth was small and sweet and she had an air of grace and delicacy and vulnerability.
 
         Benjamin appeared to have taken charge of Yvonne’s welfare and was summoning waiters in a grand manner to attend to Hannah and Yvonne before the other passengers.
         
 
         ‘I know you,’ said Mr Giles suddenly, looking at Benjamin, who was standing behind Hannah’s chair. ‘You’re the fellow who downed Randall at Rochester. I did not see you there, but I saw you put up a splendid fight in the middle of Berkeley Square.’
 
         ‘Why was your footman fighting in Berkeley Square?’ asked Yvonne.
 
         ‘Because them poxy toads o’ footmen put me up to it,’ said Benjamin.
 
         ‘That’s enough,’ retorted Hannah crisply. ‘You may go and find your own breakfast, Benjamin.’ Benjamin sauntered off to the room where the coachman and guard were dining.
 
         ‘What did he say?’ asked Yvonne.
 
         ‘Oh, it is a long story.’ Hannah buttered toast. ‘He is prone to gambling, and in Rochester he lost a great deal of money and entered into a prize-fight where the purse enabled him to pay his debts. The fight in Berkeley Square I do not know about, or prefer not to know. Benjamin is rather … unusual.’
 
         ‘And, of course, you are the Miss Pym,’ said Mr Giles.
         
 
         ‘How did you hear of me?’
 
         ‘The report of the Berkeley Square mill was in the social columns, Miss Pym. You were described as Benjamin’s employer. I also believe you to be a friend of Sir George Clarence.’
 
         ‘You are remarkably well informed, Mr Giles,’ snapped Hannah. ‘Now may I eat my breakfast in peace?’
         
 
         He smiled and leaned back in his chair. What was it the gossips were saying only the other day? That Sir George Clarence had taken a mistress and that the mistress was Miss Pym, she the proud possessor of the battling footman. He looked at Hannah Pym, at her thin spare figure, her odd eyes, her sandy hair, and her good but sedate clothes, and decided the gossips must be wrong. He could not imagine Miss Pym being anyone’s mistress.
 
         Hannah finished her meal, wiped her mouth on the table-cloth, and went out to the necessary house at the back of the inn.
 
         ‘There is a very pretty garden out there, just off the courtyard. I noticed it when we arrived,’ said Mr Giles to Yvonne. ‘Would you care to take a stroll before the coach leaves?’
 
         Yvonne hesitated. She looked about. She seemed to decide it was all so safe and normal – the low-beamed inn, the chat of the diners, the giggles of the serving maids from the side room where the coachman was having his breakfast, and the cries of the ostlers from the yard.
 
         ‘Just for a little,’ she said.
 
         He came round the table and helped her to her feet. Together they walked out into the sunlight and then through a little gate that led off the inn courtyard. Early roses were rioting in the garden and blackbirds were searching for worms in the daisy-starred grass. Yvonne gave a little sigh of pleasure and removed the shawl from her shoulders and put it over her arm.
 
         ‘A little oasis of peace in a desert of despair,’ said Mr Giles.
         
 
          Her eyes flew to meet his. ‘Who said that?’
 
         ‘I just did. You looked like a little hunted creature which has found cover.’
 
         ‘You are a poet, monsieur.’
 
         ‘Not I.’
 
         She looked up at him nervously. He was so very tall and powerful. His shoulders were broad although his waist was slim, and his chestnut hair, very thick and tied with a cherry-red ribbon, glinted in the sunlight.
 
         He opened his mouth to ask her how recently she had come from France and then decided against it. ‘I am amazed at your friend, Miss Pym,’ he said instead. ‘To travel such a distance for pleasure.’
         
 
         ‘I can understand that, I think,’ said Yvonne, looking about her. ‘It is so far away from everything here. So peaceful.’
 
         ‘So far from the tumbrils and the stink and the guillotine,’ he said, suddenly, for some reason, angry. ‘Do the fools who cried for liberty and equality know what hell they were setting in motion? Do they sleep well o’nights, think you?’
 
         She shrank back, one gloved hand to her mouth.
 
         ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said quickly. But she ran away from him, half-stumbling, her shawl trailing through the daisies on the grass.
 
         He cursed himself for his clumsiness and, taking out a penknife, he cut two red roses and walked slowly back to the inn, where he presented one to Hannah and one to Yvonne.
 
         ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Hannah, her sharp eyes darting from his rueful face to Yvonne’s white one. She had returned just as Yvonne had come rushing in.
         
 
         ‘Gentlemen, take your places!’ came the cry.
 
         Hannah decided to pass the next stage by thinking of Sir George and luxuriating over his presents, and leave worries about Yvonne until they stopped for the night.
 
         Mr Smith tipped his hat over his eyes and fell asleep. Subconsciously, Hannah relaxed. She did not yet realize that it was Mr Smith rather than Mr Giles with all his questions who had created an uneasy atmosphere in the carriage. She pictured Sir George as he had looked standing in the inn yard, the way he had swept off his hat and kissed her hand. Hannah raised the gloved hand he had kissed and held it briefly against her cheek.
         
 
         As the miles rolled by, her thoughts turned again to Yvonne. There would be no matchmaking on this journey, as there had been on all the others. The idea of the shy and frightened Yvonne making a match with the tall, handsome and assured Mr Giles made Hannah smile. It was sad, but it was obvious that Mr Giles terrified Yvonne.
 
         For some reason, known only to the coaching companies and not conveyed to passengers, the northern coaches often left the road to make inexplicable detours. So the Stamford Regent left the road at a place called Saint Neots in Cambridgeshire to go around some paper mills which were situated in the middle of the flat countryside. The coach stopped at a wayside inn and the passengers climbed down. It transpired that the river Ouse had, as usual, flooded, and that half  a mile of road which lay ahead of them was under  water. An extra pair of leaders, ridden by a horse-keeper,  would need to be put on.
         
 
         The company were invited into the inn and to their  surprise were told that, as was the local custom, the  refreshments had all been supplied by the local people  and there would be no charge.
 
         On a table covered with a damask cloth were spread  plum cakes, tartlets, gingerbread, exquisite home-made  bread, and biscuits. Ales and currant and gooseberry  wines were presented in old-fashioned glass jugs  embossed with jocund figures. ‘These have all been  presented by the local cottagers and farmers,’ said the  landlord proudly, ‘and they’d be most insulted if any’s  left behind.’
 
         The home-made wine was powerful stuff, and  despite the blotting paper supplied by all the cakes and  bread and biscuits, the party began to become quite  merry. ‘The reason for this fare,’ said Mr Giles  solemnly, ‘is that the road is often flooded and the idea  is to fatten up the passengers so that they may be strung  together and floated across, like so many balloons.’
 
         Yvonne giggled and said no doubt they would all  sink like stones. She appeared to have forgotten Mr  Giles’s hard remarks about the Revolution and suddenly  seemed determined to enjoy herself. When they had  finished and were waiting for the coach, she said gaily  she was going out to see if she could see the flood. Mr  Smith promptly got to his feet and said he would  accompany her and the pair walked off.
         
 
         ‘Too slow,’ said Mr Giles, shaking his head ruefully. ‘No doubt our Mr Smith is murmuring sweet nothings in her ear.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘It must be much further on,’ Yvonne was saying. ‘I cannot see a thing.’
 
         ‘But you will soon see your father, mademoiselle,’ said Mr Smith. He had spoken in French. Yvonne gave a little cry and looked up at him, her eyes dilated with fear.
 
         He caught her arm as she would have run away and, still speaking in rapid French, he hissed. ‘You do not know me? I am Monsieur Petit.’
 
         Now Yvonne’s face went a muddy colour. There was only one Monsieur Petit and that was Monsieur Jacques Petit, the most merciless of inquisitors and judges on the Paris Tribunal.
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            We shall see Buonaparte the bastard  
            

            Kick heels with his throat in a rope. 
            
  
            Swinburne

         
 
         All the horrors of the Revolution crept about Yvonne like an evil mist. The calm English countryside, the winding road, the cheerful sounds from the inn behind her, the very contrast of her present surroundings to the hell that was Paris, all accentuated her fear.
 
         ‘You cannot touch me,’ she whispered. ‘You have no power here.’
 
         ‘I do not want to harm you,’ he said. ‘On the contrary, I am delighted to make your acquaintance, for I am travelling to York to meet your father.’
 
         ‘To kill him!’ cried Yvonne.
 
         ‘At his request.’
         
 
         ‘Never.’
 
         ‘I assure you,’ he said smoothly, ‘I speak the truth.’
 
         ‘But he has been working against you, was working against you and all you stood for.’
 
         ‘True.’ He took a pinch of snuff. ‘But he has seen the error of his ways, and as he was one of the heroes of our glorious Revolution, we naturally wish him to return to Paris.’
 
         ‘He thought he was helping to create a new world,’ said Yvonne bitterly. ‘A world of freedom. And when the Terror started, he did what he could to help people escape from France, and I … I am proud of him.’
         
 
         ‘He was misguided in that he helped aristocrats escape the guillotine.’ Mr Petit looked calmly out over the landscape of the country which Napoleon wanted to conquer.
 
         ‘Aristocrats!’ Yvonne rounded on him. ‘Aristocrats! That is what you would like people to think. But few aristocrats have been guillotined compared to the vast number of ordinary decent people. Our neighbour could not pay his butcher’s bill, so he reported the poor butcher to you at the Tribunal, saying he was plotting against the regime. So you murdered the butcher, and the neighbour laughed and said that was one bill less to worry about. The people my father helped were ordinary members of the bourgeoisie like himself.’
 
         ‘Nonetheless,’ said Monsieur Petit, unruffled, ‘he wishes to see me.’
 
         ‘I cannot believe you.’ Yvonne looked wildly around.
 
         ‘But you will believe your father?’
         
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘Then here is his letter.’
 
         Yvonne crackled open the parchment. In it, her father, Claude Grenier, stated that his only wish was to work for the Revolution and to help his good friend, Monsieur Petit. She stared at it in dismay. She wondered whether the terrible events of the Revolution had turned her father’s brain at last.
         
 
         She silently handed it back to him. ‘So you see, mademoiselle,’ he said, ‘you are in danger. If you betray me, I shall betray you. You are the daughter of Claude Grenier.’
 
         ‘But he is not a spy,’ said Yvonne. ‘Why should he be under any threat from the English?’
 
         ‘Because, my innocent, there are many friends of the English king who have lost their lives. Believe me, you and your father would be taken to the nearest jail. And do not be seduced by the seeming friendliness of these English. Underneath, they are savage brutes. Go to any public hanging and see the oh-so-happy English crowds at play and ask yourself if there is any difference. And this Miss Pym, I know she is a stranger to you. Let her remain so or it will be the worse for you.’
 
         ‘Coach!’ came a cry from the inn.
 
         Yvonne wheeled about and ran back to the coach. She felt sick and bewildered and wondered what on earth to do. Yes, her father had worked for the Revolution, and with a single-minded passion, before all hell had been let loose. He had planned and organized escape routes from France in case he and his fellow conspirators might have to use them. But he had had to use them finally to help friends and relatives escape the guillotine. He said he was only glad that his wife, Yvonne’s mother, had died of consumption before the horrors of the guillotine had begun and that she had not lived to see the death of all their hopes for a brave new France.
         
 
         He had arranged Yvonne’s escape two years ago and she had been living with a French emigré family in Cavendish Square ever since. Then he had written to say that he, too, was now in England and living in York and begged his daughter to travel north to join him.
 
         Hannah looked sharply at Yvonne when she climbed into the coach. The girl looked terrified, thought Hannah in amazement, and shot a furious look at ‘Mr Smith’. She assumed Mr Smith had been making advances to the girl, despite his age and the whiteness of his hair, and decided when they stopped for the night to give young Yvonne some warnings about strange men.
 
         Mr Giles looked at Yvonne calmly from under sleepy lids, but he said nothing and showed no more inclination to pay her any attention. The coach set off at a brisk pace. Hannah decided she did not like the atmosphere pervading the coach. There was an air of menace. She darted suspicious glances at Mr Smith, who smiled back blandly and took out his book.
 
         And then the Stamford Regent entered the flood-waters. At first it was exciting to look out and see a flat plain of shining water stretching on either side. And then the water got deeper and flooded into the coach. Benjamin quickly drew his knees up to his chin as the straw on the floor of the coach began to float. Modesty forbade the ladies from drawing their legs up under them but Hannah, finding her feet getting very wet, put them up on the opposite seat on one side of Benjamin and begged Yvonne to follow her example and place her feet on the seat on the other side of the footman.
         
 
         The coach lurched abominably as the waters rose higher. A small wave lapped against Monsieur Petit’s knees. He jumped a little and dropped his book into the water and muttered a distinct, ‘Merde!’
         
 
         ‘Ladies present,’ said Mr Giles easily. ‘Oaths in French not permitted, mon vieux.’
         
 
         Monsieur Petit cursed himself for his slip. He prided himself on his excellent English and wished he had spoken in that language to Yvonne. For he was sure it was the fact that he had been recently speaking in his own tongue which had prompted him to swear in it.
 
         Now the fear was that the coach wheels might hit some hidden obstacle beneath the surface of the waters. The inside of the coach was awash. Despite putting her feet up, Hannah’s skirts were soaked. There was a mocking cry from the roof, ‘Land-Ho!’, and sure enough, the six horses pulled up a small rise and the waters fell behind them.
 
         ‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Mr Giles. ‘I was eagerly awaiting the arrival of a dove with an olive branch.’
 
         Benjamin gave tongue. ‘What is that whoreson of a coachee abaht, I asks yer? My good livery. Ruined. Shite!’
         
 
         ‘BENJAMIN!’ screamed Hannah.
 
         ‘It’s too much,’ he mumbled. ‘I’ll kill the dimmed arse-face, and be dimmed if I don’t.’
 
         ‘I will have words with you when we stop,’ said Hannah awfully.
 
         The wretched passengers climbed down from the coach at Buckden, demanding fires to heat them and rooms to change in. But the luggage, on being lifted out of the boot, proved to be soaked through as well. The coachman, Tom Tapton, was handing over the reins to another coachman at Stilton, where they were to stay the night. There were no pretty maids at the inn at Buckden either, and so the reluctant passengers were cajoled back onto the coach with promises that they would soon be at Stilton, where all their clothes would be dried and pressed for them.
 
         Stilton, the home of the famous cheese, was soon reached. The cheese was actually made many miles away but had been christened by Miss Worthington, who owned the Angel Inn and sold the cheeses at her door.
 
         The Angel was a huge inn where over three hundred horses were stabled for coaching and posting purposes, for Stilton was one of the greatest coaching centres. The ebb and flow of traffic never ceased. All day long, coaches and post-chaises poured in and out of it, and at night the mail coaches thundered in from the north. To add to the commotion and row, Stilton was where the great droves of oxen were shod so that they could make the journey to London with ease.
 
         Facing the Angel across the Great North Road was the Bell, an equally large hostelry and the Angel’s rival.
         
 
         The Angel lived up to its reputation as a fine coaching- and posting-inn. The weary passengers were shown to bed-chambers where large fires blazed, and bustling, efficient servants bore off the clothes from their trunks to iron them dry in the kitchen while their owners shivered by their bedroom fires wrapped in fleecy blankets.
 
         Hannah was sharing a room with Yvonne, Benjamin with ‘Mr Smith,’ despite that gentleman’s highly undemocratic protests about sharing a room with a servant, and Mr Giles had mysteriously managed to gain the largest and best room for his own use.
 
         Yvonne sat silently by the fire, answering Hannah in monosyllables, until Hannah decided to leave matters until the girl had dined and might be more relaxed.
 
         Their dry clothes were delivered to them and each began to dress, Yvonne using the bed hangings on the four-poster as a screen. In an age when women rarely bathed naked even when alone, no female of any refinement would strip off before another member of her sex.
 
         ‘Thank goodness our hair is not wet,’ called Hannah and received a muffled reply.
 
         ‘May I come out?’ asked Yvonne. ‘Are you dressed, Mees Pym?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ replied Hannah, thinking that it was that ‘mees’ which gave Yvonne away. She was surprised the inn servants at Holborn had known the girl was French, for Yvonne spoke English very well, but on reflection decided they had seen her name on the list in the booking-office.
         
 
         ‘Where did you learn to speak English?’ asked Hannah.
 
         Yvonne approached the blazing fire. ‘I had an English governess when I was small,’ she said, ‘and during my two years in London, I earned a little money giving French lessons to English ladies. They learned French from me and I perfected my English by listening to them.’
 
         ‘Where did you get that gown?’ asked Hannah, admiring Yvonne’s dress of sprigged muslin. It was not the material but the cut and stitching that made it exceptional.
 
         ‘I made it myself. It is one of my few accomplishments.’ Yvonne gave a rueful laugh. ‘You see, we were all so determined to be equal after the Revolution. No parasites, even among the ladies. And so I was apprenticed while still quite small to a dressmaker.’
         
 
         ‘So that was before the Revolution,’ said Hannah sharply, ‘or the Bourgeois Uprising, as we call it here. So your family knew it was coming and were prepared. Never say your papa worked for the Revolution.’
         
 
         ‘How could we imagine what would happen?’ cried Yvonne passionately. ‘We were going to make the new France, where all would eat and none would starve. How could we imagine the bloodshed, the tumbrils, the heads in baskets?’
 
         She sat down suddenly and began to cry. Hannah put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Now, then,’ she said bracingly, ‘all that is behind you now. What have you to fear? This is England!’
 
         Yvonne managed a watery smile. ‘And that answers all problems?’
         
 
         ‘Of course. What did that Mr Smith say to you to so upset you?’
 
         ‘Nothing,’ said Yvonne quickly. ‘Nothing at all. Shall we go downstairs to the dining-room, Miss Pym?’
 
         ‘A moment,’ said Hannah, looking at the girl’s delicate face and at the blueish shadows under her eyes. ‘I thought at first that Mr Smith, despite his age, might have been making advances to you. But there was an air of menace when we got back on the coach before we reached the flood. I do not like him. I do not like him at all. Was he baiting you because you are French?’
         
 
         Yvonne remained silent, her face turned a little way away. Poor thing, thought Hannah. Poor frail creature. So delicate. Not at all like our sturdy English misses. I shall find out later what the trouble is.
 
         Aloud, she said, ‘Do not allow yourself to be bullied, Miss Grenier. In my experience, bullies scent fear. I shall let you into a great secret, if you promise not to betray me.’
 
         Yvonne wiped her eyes and looked up at Hannah curiously.
 
         Hannah took a deep breath. The Grenier family, after all, had supported the Revolution because they wished equality for all.
 
         ‘I have only lately become a lady of private means,’ said Hannah. ‘All my life, I had been a servant. My late employer left me a legacy. But as a servant, one learns much of the ways of the world. Before I rose to become housekeeper to the Clarences of Thornton Hall in Kensington, I was an ordinary housemaid. The housekeeper then was a Mrs Warby, a massive woman much addicted to spite and gin. She used to torment me, to find fault. One day, when she was tipsy, she knocked over a vase and broke it, went to Mrs Clarence and said I had done it. Mrs Clarence sent for me and I can still remember the gloating look on that Mrs Warby’s face. I was in floods of tears, standing before Mrs Clarence with my head bowed. And then I felt her arm about my shoulders and her soft voice begging me not to cry, her voice telling me that Mrs Warby, not I, had lost her employ. Then Mrs Clarence made me sit down, and told me she had it in mind to elevate me to the rank of housekeeper. “But you must stiffen your spine, Hannah,” she told me. “If you are always afraid of those above you, you will encourage bullying. Bullies sense fear. So smile, and throw your shoulders back and look them straight in the eye.” Very simple advice, Miss Grenier, but very useful. Shall we go to dinner?’
         
 
         Yvonne smiled suddenly, her large eyes sparkling. ‘Amazing Miss Hannah Pym,’ she said. ‘You give me courage. En avant!’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The gentlemen rose to meet them as they entered the dining-room. Monsieur Petit was wearing much the same style of clothes as he had worn on the coach, but Mr Giles was magnificent in evening dress, black coat with silver buttons, black knee-breeches, gauze stockings, and ruffled shirt. As the ladies sat down, the maitre d’hotel bowed low before Mr Giles and said, ‘Dinner will be served in a trice, my lord.’
         
 
         ‘My lord?’ Hannah looked amused. ‘Your fine clothes have elevated you to the peerage, Mr Giles.’
         
 
          ‘Not Mr Giles,’ said Monsieur Petit crossly. ‘His secret is out. He is recognized here. He is the Marquis of Ware who, for some dark reason, needs to travel incognito.’
 
         ‘No other reason but debt,’ said the marquis languidly. ‘The duns were after me.’
         
 
         Monsieur Petit snickered. ‘That diamond pin you are wearing in your cravat, my lord, would fend them off for a time.’
 
         The marquis’s face suddenly became hard and stern and his silver eyes bored into those of Monsieur Petit as he put both hands on the table and leaned forward. ‘Do not be impertinent, sir, or I will drive your teeth down your throat.’
 
         ‘An’ I’ll help you,’ commented Benjamin gleefully from behind Hannah’s chair.
 
         Monsieur Petit cast the marquis a venomous look and then turned to Yvonne. ‘You must find the manners of the English very boorish, Miss Grenier.’
 
         ‘On the contrary,’ said Yvonne, looking directly at him. ‘I find the gentlemen of England courteous and charming and safe.’
         
 
         She has thrown down the gauntlet, thought Hannah, amazed. He is startled and furious, but she is not afraid.
 
         ‘What were your first impressions of London?’ asked the marquis.
 
         ‘I came up the Thames past Greenwich on a ship,’ said Yvonne, smiling at him. She was no longer afraid of him. He was nothing more than an aristocrat in debt. ‘So much shipping! it looked to me as if a forest of masts was growing out of the river. And the river itself! So brown and muddy, with mist drifting over the surface. There were jetties which thrust out fifty paces into the river on either side. There was gleaming mud left by the ebb-tide. Oh, a jumbled impression of warehouses and docks, ship-building and -repairing yards, mean dwelling-houses, the iron carcass of a church being made for assembly in India, or so someone told me, and all the many canals with their ships leading into the river, giving the impression of streets of ships. The mist changed into yellow acrid fog as we approached London. I thought myself in Homer’s inferno, in the land of the Cimmerians.
         
 
         ‘I arrived in London on Sunday.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said the marquis. ‘Our famous English Sunday.’
 
         ‘It all had the aspect of a large, well-kept graveyard,’ said Yvonne with a shiver. ‘Tiens! How frightened and lost I felt. Shops closed, streets almost empty. It was raining – small, fine, close, pitiless rain. Everything was dirty and impregnated with soot. In the livid smoke, objects were no more than phantoms, and London looked like a bad drawing in charcoal over which someone had rubbed a sleeve.’
         
 
         ‘But the family with whom you are staying no doubt made up for the gloom outside with the warmth of their welcome,’ put in Monsieur Petit.
 
         ‘Indeed they did.’
 
         ‘Their name being …?’
 
         ‘What is it you English say?’ asked Yvonne with a sarcastic inflection on the you. ‘Mindyour own business.’
         
 
         Hannah noticed that the marquis was toying with his food. He seemed fascinated by Miss Grenier. Hannah’s matchmaking pulses quickened. ‘You must find, Miss Grenier,’ said Hannah, now anxious to keep Yvonne talking, ‘that there are great differences between the English misses and the French.’
         
 
         ‘A very great deal, yes.’
 
         ‘Tell us,’ urged the marquis.
 
         ‘The English misses are healthier, being addicted to riding and to walking. I teach some ladies French, and so have had the chance to observe their ways closely. I was surprised to find, for example, that it is rare to come across a fashion journal in any of the great houses. And the magazines they do read! No fiction, no chatty column of theatrical gossip, no fashion notes, none of the things you would find in a French journal. Instead, in one magazine for ladies, there was an article on education in the workhouses, one on slavery in America and its influence on Great Britain, and one on the improvement of nurses in agricultural districts. So the English misses are more intelligent. But they do not know how to use this intelligence. No one teaches them the art of conversation. Nor do they know how to coquette.’ Yvonne raised her fan and flicked it to and fro and then flirted over it with her eyes at Monsieur Petit, who stared at her angrily.
 
         ‘Go on,’ said the marquis. ‘So young and so wise. You intrigue me.’
 
         ‘Everyone pays lip-service to love in this country,’ went on Yvonne, ‘and so husband-hunting is very vulgar. A rich and noble man is much run after. Too effusively welcomed, flattered, and provoked, he becomes cautious and is constantly on his guard. It is not so in France. Girls are kept under too much restraint to take the initiative; in my country, the game never turns hunter.’
         
 
         ‘But English women are faithful,’ said Hannah. ‘Marriage is a respected and noble institution. Someone once told me he had heard one Frenchman say casually to another, “I hear your wife has taken a lover.” Things are managed better here.’
         
 
         ‘I do not think so,’ said Yvonne with a quaint old-fashioned air. ‘Your English mees has much more freedom before marriage than her French equivalent. But after marriage – and here I speak of the bourgeoisie, not of the lords and ladies – the husband is the head of the household and his wife must be quiet and submissive. They have families of eighteen children.’ She raised her hands. ‘And without shame!’
         
 
         ‘Miss Grenier!’ Hannah looked shocked.
 
         ‘You frown then on legalized lust,’ teased the marquis. ‘Eighteen times is hardly an orgy.’
 
         Yvonne blushed. ‘Forgive me. I am too outspoken and it is not fair of you, milord, to underline that fact with coarse remarks.’
 
         ‘I humbly beg your pardon,’ said the marquis, his eyes dancing. ‘You are about to tell us they organize things better in France.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Yvonne seriously. ‘For there the husband will discuss his business at all times with his wife. Here, she is kept in such ignorance so that, should he die, she has no means of taking up the reins of business herself.’
 
         ‘Perhaps Englishwomen should marry French husbands,’ jeered Monsieur Petit.
         
 
         She gave him a cool look. ‘It does not always answer, for Englishwomen in business do not know how to charm. There is a French innkeeper at Calais with an English wife. He is all charm and has great interest in his customers, going from table to table to see they have everything they need. But the English wife! Ma foi! As the guests get up to leave, she calls out in execrable French, “Havez vo’ payez?” No ease of manner. No elegance.’
         
 
         ‘We are nonetheless,’ said Hannah stiffly, ‘a very moral people.’
 
         ‘On the surface,’ sighed Yvonne. ‘Very moral. Even your novels read like religious tracts. The fallen woman is always ugly and comes to a hard end, which is not always the case. All is clean and decent on the surface, but the Englishman in his cups can turn beast. Look only at the thousands of prostitutes who throng the streets of London, the houses in the Strand, the young girls of fourteen with babies at the breast. Pah!’
 
         ‘My dear Miss Grenier,’ drawled the marquis, leaning back in his chair, ‘we do not drag hundreds of our countrymen to the guillotine to have their heads chopped off.’
 
         ‘No, my lord, you just hang them seven a side on the gallows-tree outside Newgate.’
 
         ‘After a fair trial, Miss Grenier.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Her face grew sad. ‘Yes, I forget the horrors at home. I have drunk too much wine and that has led me into the rudeness and folly of criticizing my hosts.’
 
         ‘We English are so arrogant,’ said Monsieur Petit, ‘that no criticism can dent our smug armour.’
         
 
         ‘Spoken like a true Frenchman,’ said the marquis softly, and Monsieur Petit shot him a startled look.
 
         A newcomer strode into the dining-room and looked around the assembled company through his quizzing-glass. His face brightened as he obviously recognized Monsieur Petit. ‘Well, Jimmy,’ demanded the newcomer, ‘how goes the world?’
         
 
         Hannah was startled. Whoever would think that the cadaverous and sinister Mr Smith would answer to the homely name of Jimmy? The newcomer was a young man, foppishly dressed, rouged and painted and padded, with a large black patch in the shape of a coach and horses on one cheek-bone. He had small, watery brown eyes and thin brown hair, backcombed and teased until it stood up on his head, giving him an air of perpetual surprise.
 
         ‘My friend Mr Ashton,’ said Monsieur Petit. ‘He will be travelling north with us. Mr Ashton, allow me to introduce our little company. Miss Pym, Miss Grenier, and the most noble Marquis of Ware.’
 
         ‘Servant,’ said Mr Ashton laconically. ‘Word with you in private, Jimmy.’
 
         Monsieur Petit rose and the pair went out together.
 
         ‘Into the yard,’ urged Monsieur Petit. ‘We will not be overheard in all the bustle. How did you arrive?’
 
         ‘Mail-coach. Just got in.’
 
         They strolled into the yard of the Angel.
 
         ‘So, monsoor,’ said Mr Ashton, ‘how goes the game? I see the Grenier female is travelling under her own name. What’s a marquis doing on the stage?’
 
         ‘He says he is running from the duns.’
         
 
         ‘A marquis? Never. Lords can live on tick until the day they die. But he can’t be after you. Not anything to do with the War Office or anything like that. In fact, he’s the kind who would look better with his head in a basket, eh?’
 
         ‘Keep your voice down,’ snapped Monsieur Petit. ‘What possessed you to call me Jimmy? Do I look like a Jimmy?’
 
         Mr Ashton shrugged. ‘Seemed a good English name to me. What d’ye want me to call you? Pierre? Where you learn the lingo anyway?’
 
         ‘My mother was English.’
 
         ‘Was? Chop her head off, hey?’
 
         ‘Listen, you cur,’ said Monsieur Petit savagely, ‘you are being paid well for your help. One more word of insolence from you and I will abandon the project, and before I leave this perfidious country I will shop you to the authorities.’
 
         ‘Two can play at that game,’ said Mr Ashton, quite unruffled.
 
         ‘Where did our embassy find such as you?’ demanded Monsieur Petit angrily.
         
 
         ‘I do anything for money,’ said Mr Ashton, stifling a yawn. ‘Not murder, but anything else. Do not exercise yourself, Monsoor Frog. You are on the right coach. Have a word with the girl?’
 
         ‘Yes, I showed her a letter from her father tome which he wrote before the Revolution. She does not know that and is convinced her father now wishes to help us.’
 
         ‘And when she finds we mean to follow her to him and take him back to France at gunpoint?’
         
 
         Monsieur Petit smiled slowly. ‘She will do nothing. She goes with him as well.’
 
         ‘Such a pretty neck, too,’ said Mr Ashton. ‘Ah, well, I’ve been paid the first half and very generous your people were, too. What’s the drill?’
 
         ‘Just make sure she does not give us the slip and leave the stage-coach at any point before we get to York,’ said Monsieur Petit.
 
         ‘Right,’ Mr Ashton nodded. ‘And what about Lord Thingummy?’
 
         ‘A lazy penurious aristocrat? I would we could take him as well. How many of his tenants, think you, had he beggared before he ran into debt?’
 
         ‘As long as he’s no threat, then he can beggar the lot, for all I care,’ replied Mr Ashton. ‘That’s the trouble with your lot. Always hot and bothered about something.’ 
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