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Prologue

As dawn broke from behind a bank of clouds and turned the sky above Calais pearl grey, the Albatrossen doused her night-lights and waited respectfully for permission to enter the harbour. She flew the Danish flag, indicating her country’s neutrality in the war that had gripped Europe for the past four years, and she and her crew were well known in Calais. She waited, nevertheless, and even prepared to receive on board the agents from the commissariat, the local office of police. No one, whatever their nationality, was permitted to travel in France without the proper authorisation, and persons entering the country by sea were particularly subject to official scrutiny. The land war was going well for France in the autumn of 1797, but at sea the Royal Navy remained strong. Just over the horizon, moreover, stood England - implacable foe and architect of countless plots and stratagems against the French republic. Constant vigilance was necessary to guard against the importation of some new treachery, even in the innocent hold of the Albatrossen.

The fact that she had sailed from Copenhagen via Dover would only heighten the police agents’ suspicions. The captain of the  Albatrossen knew this, just as he knew that the French depended on neutral vessels to maintain something like their pre-war levels of trade. Only neutrals dared to brave the North Sea and the English Channel - ‘La Manche’, one ought perhaps to say  - nowadays, and even they were often harassed by privateers. It was a scandal, really, but what could be done about it? The French Navy did little to redress the balance; their ships were blockaded in Brest and Toulon, and their admirals showed scant interest in freeing the sea-lanes from British domination.

‘Every war ends eventually,’ sighed the captain as he prepared the ship’s manifest for inspection. ‘And so long as they do not crush the poor Albatrossen between them in the meantime, let them fight if it pleases them.’

He had already given orders for the passengers to present themselves on deck with their identification papers. Although fundamentally a cargo ship, the Albatrossen often carried passengers - merchants accompanying their wares to market, loyalists seeking repatriation, and neutral travellers determined to ignore the fighting. Of course, some might have other, nefarious aims, but that was not his affair. All of his passengers - thirteen on this crossing - had been cleared for travel by the British authorities and, so far as he could determine, bore no ill will towards France. Indeed, the majority were French - including a gaggle of women who had complained about the size of their cabins and the lack of towels, and the rest were neutrals. None of them had looked particularly menacing when they boarded in Dover, and that had been before an unusually long, rough crossing.

The thought of thirteen pale, sickly faces made him smile as he rose slowly to his feet and prepared to leave his cabin. He was not a cruel man, but he held landsmen (and women) in a kind of placid contempt and so felt little sympathy for their trifling complaints. The smile was still hovering about his lips when hurried footsteps halted in the passageway and knuckles rapped sharply on the cabin door. Before he could respond the door thrust inwards, and his first mate appeared in the opening, steadying himself against the jamb. His face was pale, but not with seasickness, and unnaturally bright patches coloured his unshaven cheeks.

‘Captain!’ he gasped. ‘A terrible thing!’

‘What is it, man? What has happened?’

The mate swallowed painfully. ‘In the forward cabin! You must come quickly!’

The forward cabin was seldom used unless the Albatrossen  was carrying a larger than usual number of passengers, for it was small, dark, and airless. Now, illuminated by lantern light, it presented a far more disturbing scene. To the right, a dead man lay huddled on the floor; one hand clasped a bloody knife while the other pressed ineffectually at a bullet wound in his belly. He had died suddenly, it seemed, and in great pain, for his features were creased in a maddened grimace. To the left, a second man was slumped in a chair before a small, disordered table, his arms stretched out in front of him. At first glance, he appeared to be sleeping, for his face was tranquil, but closer examination showed that blood from a wound in his thigh had stained his pale breeches and one of his stockings. A handkerchief tied to staunch the flow was almost unrecognisable.

The captain studied the two dead men and then turned his gaze to the jumble of playing cards and the half-empty bottle that rolled across the deck before coming to rest against an upended chair. Here and there, pieces of broken glass winked up at him, and a spray of silver shone where coins had been swept from the table.

‘My God in heaven,’ he muttered.‘Gambling and strong drink - and this is the result.’ He frowned sternly before asking the men’s names.

‘The one in the chair is Johann Risse, and that one,’ - the mate nodded in the direction of the other man, but without looking at him - ‘is named Dunbar. Peter Dunbar.’

The captain found that he was still clutching the manifest, and he quickly located the names. ‘Johann Risse of Königsberg and Peter Dunbar of New York. My God.They travel hundreds of miles to kill each other on my ship! Did they have friends on board?’

‘No, captain, I don’t think so. Risse went directly to the cabin when we left Dover, and Dunbar must have joined him.’

‘They could not wait to begin their nasty game, I suppose,’ said the captain, shaking his head. ‘What a dreadful business -  just the sort of thing to give the ship a bad name. Say nothing to the other passengers, and then—’ From overhead came the sounds of voices, and the thump of something against the hull. ‘What was that?’

‘I don’t know, sir, but very likely the men from the commissariat.’

The captain groaned. ‘Of course. We have a dead Prussian and a dead American on board, so naturally we must also have a visit from the French police. Well, they can take charge of the bodies - I am not carrying them back to England, not for any money. Ah, that reminds me, had both of them paid their fare? If not,’ - he gestured vaguely at the coins - ‘make sure that the Albatrossen does not lose by their folly.’

 



News of the deaths reached England nearly a week later. A fatal brawl between drunken foreigners would have been welcome copy to the English newspapers, but in fact the information travelled by means of a little-known, circuitous route that began at Dover and ended in a small set of private rooms in a London club. There it was read by a plump, middle-aged, thoroughly unremarkable-looking gentleman called Cuthbert Shy. On his instructions it was forwarded to the home secretary, together with some stinging observations about ham-fisted agents and a criminal lack of care by the Alien Office.

Such a rebuke, coming from a man who lacked both rank and official authority, might have seemed proof of eccentricity, but the home secretary certainly did not regard it in that way. On the contrary, he immediately set in train an investigation of how a known French agent could pass himself off as an American and sail, unhindered, from Dover. Deceiving the British authorities was bad enough, but in this case the agent had managed to frustrate an important intelligence operation. The action had cost him his life but that was slight consolation. ‘Old Shy must be furious,’ muttered the home secretary as he added a note to the file.

Mr Shy was, indeed, very angry. In particular, he condemned the loss of a valuable opportunity for prosecuting the war on French soil. Perhaps this want of personal sympathy was because  Risse had not been one of his own agents, not a member of the shadowy, highly confidential group that carried out his instructions and undertook his schemes. ‘Shy’s Men’, they were called by those few officials who knew of Shy’s existence, and who depended on him to protect British interests in situations when neither the government nor the military could do so. Perhaps, however, Shy merely disliked waste and incompetence, for he did not shrink from throwing his own men into danger when the situation warranted it, sometimes with fatal consequences.

He frowned and drummed his fingers impatiently against the arms of his chair. ‘I would never have sent Risse in the first place.The fellow was a Prussian, after all! Excellent at following orders, no doubt, but wholly lacking in imagination. Of course he was in a tight spot with that Frenchman on board, but a clever fellow would have bluffed his way through.’ He brooded. ‘A very clever fellow would have turned the tables on Dunbar and denounced him as an émigré. That is the sort of thing one expects, not . . . a sanguinary quarrel that must end to nobody’s satisfaction.’

Shy’s secretary, a sober, grey man of indeterminate age, nodded distantly. His duty lay not in challenging his chief’s views, but in setting into motion whatever plans might follow. He ventured a question. ‘How much do you suppose that Dunbar knew?’

Shy raised his hands in frustration. ‘No amount of fumbling among our friends in government would surprise me. Fortunately, Dunbar had not been among the first tier of French agents for some time - he was dismissed for drunkenness before the Revolution and had been prowling about for employment ever since - so I doubt whether he would have communicated any suspicions to Paris. He probably hoped to make this the grand coup that would reinstate him with his former masters, and he would not have wanted to give anything away prematurely.’

The secretary nodded again, but behind his placid, deferential façade three troublesome questions occurred to him. What would the government do now to rescue the situation? If they had possessed a better agent than Risse, would he not have  been employed? And yet, the operation was an important one; surely the government would not abandon it?

‘It was a government operation,’ Shy corrected, as if his junior had spoken the words aloud. ‘Now it is mine.’

‘Indeed, sir.’

The words were spoken without inflection, but Shy smiled at the weight of knowledgeable scepticism that they conveyed. It was the first time that he had smiled since receiving the report.‘I will consider the possibilities,’ he affirmed.‘Come back in one hour.’

The secretary doubted whether such a tangle could be unsnarled and a new solution sewn together within that time, but it was pointless to say so.

In exactly one hour he returned. Shy was drinking coffee, and the only indication that he had spent the last sixty minutes wrestling with a highly complex problem lay in the fact that he did not immediately acknowledge the other man’s presence. Instead, he stared at the hearth, where a small, bluish flame ate slowly into a stack of paper.

The sheets burned, curled, and collapsed into black, feathery fragments, and the flame went out. Still Shy did not move. The secretary noticed two letters, folded but unsealed, lying on the desk. The addressees made him purse his lips, but he merely asked whether they should be recopied. Shy never sent anything in his own hand.

‘Yes, copied and sent,’ Shy affirmed, ‘and quickly. The French post is damnably slow, and there is not a moment to lose.’




1


Crea-eek, crea-eek, crea-eek; a sharp, tuneless treble pierced the rumble of wheels and the steady clip-a-clop of horses’ hooves. It was enough to try the patience of even the most well-disposed passenger, and that adjective did not apply to any of those travelling on the Ipswich to Cambridge coach on this particular afternoon. The weather was partly to blame - the elderly gentleman in a patched greatcoat and muffler remarked that a cold, drizzling rain was fatal to the strongest constitutions, on account of its tendency to chill the blood. A pair of garrulous spinsters, the Misses Hoope, identified a number of faults in the travelling arrangements, including the coachman’s incivility, the unwholesome smell of the seats, and the extortionate price demanded for a cup of tea at the inns where they had stopped to change teams.

‘And that sound, sister, has given me the worst headache I have endured this age.’

‘Like a hot knife thrust into my forehead, sister.’

The fourth passenger, a young woman named Mary Finch, largely ignored these grievances and permitted the conversation, such as it was, to flow round her. Had she but known it, she was herself a topic of interest among her fellow travellers. The elderly gentleman appreciated a fair face and a slim figure, and he did not object to red hair when set off prettily by a black bonnet and green velvet bow. The younger Miss Hoope could have enlarged upon this matter of dress. She longed to point out  the details of cut, colour, and fabric that rendered Miss Finch’s ensemble wonderfully stylish while not at all extravagant. The elder Miss Hoope knew less about fashion, but she marvelled that such an obviously well-to-do young lady should choose to travel alone and by the common coach.

Mary’s presence was rather surprising, for she need not have practised either form of economy. White Ladies, her Suffolk estate, boasted a considerable domestic staff, and since gaining her fortune she had acquired two companions and a self-appointed protector. She also owned an elegant, well-sprung carriage, and had travelled as far as London on the mail coach, which had the advantage of speed and catered to a more exclusive class of passenger. Money was not lacking, therefore, nor the willingness to spend it. And yet money provided the answer to the riddle, albeit obliquely.

Mary was greatly attached to Captain Robert Holland of the artillery regiment. Indeed, there was a sort of understanding between them that might have been considered an engagement, but for the fact that no one else knew of it, and Mary had been taught that secret engagements were wrong. Nevertheless, she and Holland had begun to make Plans, and almost immediately a problem had arisen. His income did not equal hers and probably never would. While acknowledging this state of affairs in principle, he struggled against it mightily in practice, with the result that they had been unable to agree upon a house in London. Holland thought that Mary must have a place in Town, at least while he was employed at the regimental headquarters in Woolwich. Fashionable London houses were far beyond his resources, however, and he baulked at her contributing the lion’s share. Over the past two months Mary had communicated with a house agent in the fading hope of finding a suitable property, while her correspondence with Holland had become strained and unhappy.

Unable either to resolve the problem or to acknowledge it to her friends, Mary had begun to feel restless and out of sorts. She had even come to regard White Ladies as a place of confinement. When a letter had arrived from the Master of Catherine Hall,  therefore, she had read it with particular interest. A series of documents relating to the history of White Ladies had been found in the college archives. Although they could not be removed, the Master was pleased to invite Miss Finch to view them, if she should happen to find herself in Cambridge.

Mary had replied with alacrity and in the affirmative. A visit to Cambridge would provide exactly the fillip she required. She did not ask any of her friends to accompany her because she wanted to escape, for a time, from all the little annoyances that had contributed to her ill humour. She did not mind being alone, and had never accustomed herself to a private maid. And the common coach? That was a bit of whimsy that Mary scarcely acknowledged to herself. This journey to Cambridge was very nearly the mirror image of one she had taken two years ago. Then she had travelled from Cambridge to Ipswich, but the vehicle had been far from luxurious and her companions only a little less eccentric than the Misses Hoope. Yet that journey had set in motion the most surprising train of events - an Adventure of great import, which had utterly transformed her life. Had she not boarded that coach - the ‘True Blue’ had been its name, she remembered - everything would have been different.White Ladies, her second Adventure . . . why, she might never have met Captain Holland.

Small wonder that she had wished to relive that experience, and how tiresome to find that the reality did not match her expectations. As she gazed out of the grimy window (‘never cleaned in the past six months, sister’), she found her thoughts turning to the captain, but they were not entirely happy ones. Their present disagreement, in fact, seemed to find echoes in his past conduct.


He always was the most stubborn man imaginable, she brooded, and sighed to herself. Not quite inaudibly, however.

‘You see, sister,’ cried the younger Miss Hoope. ‘I declare that our poor fellow traveller is also tormented by that wretched squeaking. Has it given you the headache, Miss Finch?’

Mary smiled blandly. ‘Yes, perhaps it has.’

[image: 004]

The evening shadows were lengthening by the time the coach reached Cambridge, which rendered an immediate visit to the college impossible. Mary had no idea how the Master spent his evenings - feasting with his colleagues, perhaps, or engaging in deep intellectual meditations - but she doubted whether he would wish to entertain a stranger at such an hour. She proceeded to a respectable inn, therefore, where she consumed a modest supper and afterwards retired to her room. The Michaelmas term had only just begun, and even a respectable establishment - managed entirely by women, no less - might become noisy with undergraduates. On reflection, she thought that perhaps the very femininity of the place might even draw them in.

Undergraduates were certainly much in evidence the following morning as she made her way towards Catherine Hall. From her lofty vantage of twenty-two years, many of them seemed very young, mere children in their fluttering gowns. A laughing group pushed past her in the market and attempted to place an order for larks’ tongues with a perplexed butcher. Dismissed with a word and a half-hearted cuff, they demanded snails from a fishmonger and ambrosia tarts at a baker’s stall - all essential dishes for their Roman banquet, they claimed.

There were older men too, some in academic dress. Among them might be Dr Nichols, the only member of the university with whom Mary could claim an acquaintance. How odd it would be to see him again, and not quite pleasant, for he was a heavy, pompous man much given to imparting wisdom. She prepared to dart into a shop or eating-house if she spied his portly figure processing along King’s Parade.

Fortunately she was spared both the encounter and the concealment, and at nine o’clock she presented herself at the college porters’ lodge and asked to see Dr Yates. It was with some pleasure that she found herself expected.The head porter conducted her to the Master’s lodge and thence to a small waiting-room.

Mary sat down and waited. That was what one did in a  waiting-room, after all. There were two doors - the one by which she had entered and another leading to the Master’s study. Presently, however, she began to wonder. The porter had not said that Dr Yates would call for her - indeed, he had offered no guidance on the subject. Perhaps she ought to make herself known. How extremely mortifying to be discovered only when the Master emerged for his tea! But knocking would be terribly impolite if Dr Yates intended to admit her after he had completed the college’s accounts or dashed off a letter in Greek. She tiptoed to the study door and listened for murmured conversation or the rustle of papers. Nothing.


Well, he is unlikely to eat me, she reasoned, and knocked twice.

‘Enter,’ called a muffled voice.

She opened the door and stepped into a larger, comfortably furnished chamber. A fire crackled in the grate, and bookcases lined the walls. Her attention, however, was immediately drawn to the plump, middle-aged, unremarkable man who rose from his chair behind a paper-strewn desk.

‘Good Heavens!’ cried Mary. ‘Mr Shy!’

He bowed. ‘I hope that your exclamation signifies no distress at our meeting, and the heavenly invocation merely a spontaneous effusion of delight?’

‘N-no, sir,’ she replied hurriedly. ‘I mean, I beg your pardon.’ He gestured towards a chair by the fire and urged her to make herself comfortable. As she moved to comply, he might have added remarks about the weather and her journey from Suffolk, but her own thoughts were whirling and she did not attend. Mr Shy - Cuthbert Shy! Mary was aware of his confidential activities. Indeed, only a few months earlier she had performed a highly unusual service for the government at his request. What could he be doing in a Cambridge college?

‘Where is Dr Yates?’ she asked, as the possibility that the Master was in some way Shy’s alias suddenly occurred to her.

‘On holiday. The good doctor has been obliged to withdraw from the college for a time. His health is delicate, poor man, and it has been made worse by an unfortunate disagreement within the Fellowship. A quarrelsome brood, I fear, much given  to disputation and striving after trivialities. It is an unfortunate tendency among academics, “which strain at a gnat, and swallow a camel”.’ Shy smiled thoughtfully.

‘You prefer camels to gnats, sir?’

‘Indeed. But I prefer to ride the first and swat the other.’

As Mary knew from experience, conversation with Mr Shy was no easy thing. Professional watchfulness or a quirk in his character prevented a simple give and take, and he seemed to take pleasure in wrong-footing even those whom he had taken into his confidence. But was she in his confidence? ‘Perhaps I oughtn’t to ask, sir, how you came to be here?’ she remarked cautiously.

‘It might be wisest not to,’ Shy agreed, ‘and yet you are clearly surprised by it. When you received my invitation, did you not suspect that it might presage something more interesting than estate papers, however venerable?’ He gazed at her quizzically. ‘No? Ah well, a pity.’

Mary felt as if she had been discovered in an act of particular foolishness. In truth, that Mr Shy should seek her out, so soon after the completion of her last . . . Adventure, had never occurred to her. ‘I was, perhaps, distracted by other matters.’

‘The varied delights of your bucolic retreat, no doubt. Still, you did not hover outside just now like an irresolute schoolboy in fear of the cane. That would have been extremely disappointing. Resolve is essential, do you not think? And firmness of purpose?’

‘Ye-es, I suppose so,’ Mary answered guardedly, but her heart had begun to beat with more than its usual energy. Mr Shy had summoned her, and this interview was a test. A test of what? Of her resolve, clearly, and her intelligence. You have not made such a very brilliant start in that respect, she informed herself, and felt instantly nettled. For Mr Shy’s tests could mean but one thing. He had another task for her . . . if she was equal to it.

It seemed important to prove that she was. ‘My bucolic retreat is not so delightful just at the moment,’ she remarked. ‘Not exclusively so, I mean.’

‘Indeed? I am glad to hear it,’ said Shy. He paused. ‘Then you would not object - in principle - to a change of scene? A spot of travel? I speak hypothetically, of course.’

‘No, sir, I would not object.’ A slight niggling in the back of her mind prompted the caveat, ‘If the object were an important one.’

‘Oh, but it is - that is to say, it would be. It is not my habit to play ducks and drakes with the welfare of Britain, you know.’

Mary felt both the barb and the lure of that final sentence. ‘No, sir, indeed not. I beg you will continue.’

‘Well, well.’ He paused again.‘What do you think of America?’ ‘Do you wish me to go to America?’ Mary gasped. For some reason she had been thinking of Scotland. America sounded like the other side of the world - it was the other side of the world, practically. ‘Why, I . . .’ From another mental corner the word Resolve! sounded like a trumpet, and she continued aloud, ‘I believe I would do it, sir.’

He smiled at her. ‘Splendid. If we had a hundred ladies such as yourself, Miss Finch - nay, I would content myself with ten - the war would soon be won.’ ‘Has this to do with the war? But I was not aware—’ ‘That the Americans were in it? No, they are not . . . yet, but they might be very soon if we are not careful, and that is why I have it in mind to send you to France.’

To repeat her query with an amended destination would sound ridiculous, but Mary’s expression gave ample proof of her perplexity - and her fear. ‘But I cannot—’ Again she held tight to her resolve and asked, ‘If you could perhaps explain the matter more clearly?’

‘Why certainly, my dear Miss Finch. I mean to do that very thing.’ He poked the fire and then sat back more comfortably in his chair. ‘You know very well the state of the war. The French carry all before them on land, but they are not very clever at sea.’

‘Thank goodness.’

‘Goodness is essential in these matters,’ Shy agreed. ‘Goodness and the Royal Navy. The latest peace negotiations have  failed - to no one’s surprise - and soon we shall each attempt the throw that will determine all.The French will try to invade these islands, and we shall piece together a new coalition in Europe. Neither will be accomplished easily, however, and both sides look to shift the balance of power by less expensive means.The French will probably stir up trouble in Ireland. It is the surest way to baffle Britain with little cost to themselves. It is essential, therefore, that France be distracted in her turn. Fortunately, an opportunity has presented itself, if it can be seized.’

‘And . . . would this be where America fits in?’

‘It would indeed.The French and Americans were once firm friends, but recently they have suffered a grave falling-out on account of American neutrality. Relations are in such a critical state that American envoys have been sent to Paris in the hope of negotiating a friendly solution. More to our liking, of course, would be disagreement, confusion, and enmity.’

‘Do you mean war between France and America?’ Mary demanded.

‘If it could be arranged. The Americans have no Navy to speak of, but I daresay they have men enough who would turn privateer if given the chance. But more importantly, a declaration of war would remove neutral American merchant ships from French ports and help to cripple French trade. In this war the control of trade may prove vital. It is vital while the French Army remains unchecked.’

‘Would war result if these negotiations were to fail?’

‘Nothing is certain in matters of diplomacy, but such is my hope. At the very least, we must keep America neutral and prevent a new Franco-American alliance from being formed.  That would lead to a most dangerous state of affairs.’

‘Yes, I see,’ said Mary slowly. ‘And our government—’

‘Sees the matter as I do,’ Shy affirmed. ‘Unfortunately, it, ah . . . currently lacks the resources to act upon it. There were  British agents in Paris, doing as they were told and reporting diligently to gentlemen in government whom we need not name. However, the most recent political turmoil in Paris has sent the poor fellows scurrying.’ 

‘Have they no agent whom they may send?’

‘None.’ Shy raised his hands in a sort of mock dismay, although his tone was deadly serious and his expression grim. ‘The cupboard is bare.’

Mary nodded. ‘Do you have no one in Paris, sir?’

‘Yes, I have, as it happens, an extremely valuable individual. I should be lost without him. Not suited to this task, however.’ Shy shook his head. ‘No, a new agent is wanted, and wanted very badly. If one cannot be found, this chance will be lost. Already it is slipping away, for the Americans reached Paris a fortnight ago. There is not a moment to lose.’

Mary nodded again but made no further reply. In her mind were nightmare images of France, images that had filled English prints and newspapers since the head of the French king had been held triumphantly aloft and war had been declared.Against these were the pictures painted by Cuthbert Shy - of England in peril, of French machinations, and no one to redress the balance. But France . . . Even the word provoked opposing currents of excitement and dread.

She took a deep breath. ‘What would you have me do?’ As she posed the question she knew that it was the first step towards acceding to his proposal, and that there might not be a second.

‘Only that you strike up a friendly, sympathetic acquaintance with the envoys, one that would encourage their confidence.We have reason to believe that two of them have French prejudices and would actually favour an alliance with Britain.’

‘An alliance?’ cried Mary. ‘You cannot mean that I—’

‘No, no,’ Shy urged, ‘I do not suggest that you should carry proposals from the British government or anything of that kind, merely that you should appeal to the Americans’ common sense in this matter. America has no natural affinity with France, while ties of kinship, language, history, and temperament bind her to us. The American Revolution sprang from an English sense of justice - it had no sequel in the bloody events we have seen in France.’

Even described in that way, the assignment sounded fantastic  to Mary and utterly beyond her powers. She felt suddenly that she was not so very different from the boys in the market, aping their elders’ grand affairs and only making a nuisance of themselves. ‘And you consider that I would be capable of striking up such an acquaintance with these American gentlemen and . . . reminding them of their natural interest?’

Shy did think so.While it was true that few men intentionally exchanged ideas with the opposite sex, many did so unintentionally. And women - clever, determined women - were the best possible agents. A woman was not readily suspected of intelligence in either sense of the word, and if she asked questions or went where she ought not, this was usually ascribed simply to inquisitiveness and a tendency to gossip, and not to some darker aim.As a consequence, men were less on their guard when conversing with a female agent and more susceptible to rational argument, while the danger to her was less than if she had been a man.

‘Naturally, if you do not feel yourself capable of undertaking the commission, I would not wish to convince you otherwise. Confidence does not guarantee success, but irresolution leads to failure. I must tell you, however, that as soon as this affair came to my attention, I thought of you.’

Such an expression of belief could not but have an effect upon Mary, especially coming from Mr Shy, who was always so distant and guarded. The trumpet call to action - to heroic action - sounded more strongly in her head . . . and yet, one had to be practical. For her previous assignment she had merely visited a friend’s estate in Kent. How would she ever manage a journey to France - to Paris?

‘That is not so difficult as you might think,’ said Shy, ‘or at least, it need not be. But let us consider things in their proper order. I need not tell you that secrecy is absolutely essential.’

‘Yes,’ Mary agreed, ‘but . . .’ She could feel herself blushing.‘As regards my friend, Captain Holland, I must tell you that . . .’

Shy observed her carefully, not only the colour blooming across her cheeks but the way that she smoothed the folds of her gown, as if she were discussing a matter of scant importance when  compared to the threat of wrinkled fabric.‘I see,’ he said.‘Indeed. But that need not dismay us. What fond couple - what pair of friends - does not keep secrets? It is the way of things. Excessive revelation is death to a happy partnership.’

Mary looked at him. ‘Oh, do you think so?’

‘Certainly. It smacks of the confessional, the schoolroom. And if the information is important there are further concerns. Captain Holland has a confidential appointment in his regiment. Would you wish to know all of his professional secrets? The minutiae of mechanical calibration and calculation that distinguishes one weapon from another?’

‘No, but—’

‘No, indeed. It would be tedious in the extreme, and there would always be the chance that you might reveal some detail - harmless in itself, but when combined with other information acquired by our enemies, highly dangerous.’

‘Yes, I see that.’

‘Now, let us consider Captain Holland. An excellent fellow, undoubtedly, but of rather dogged, not to say fixed, views when it comes to the demands of espionage.’

‘He has great resolve,’ said Mary. Another word occurred to her, but it would have been disloyal to Holland to mention it.

‘Precisely,’ said Shy, ‘but in this instance it would quite upset our plans. Were he to learn of your undertaking, he would either convince you to refuse it—’

Mary shook her head. ‘No, sir, he would not convince me. Not to evade my duty.’

‘I am pleased to accept your correction. The fact remains, however, that Captain Holland would object, and that would distress you, even distract you from the business at hand. Clear thinking on your part is our fundamental concern.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you agree that Holland must not be informed or in any way alerted?’ urged Shy. He could be ruthless when he chose. ‘No assignment is possible unless we are clear on that point.’

Mary thought about Captain Holland’s objections to Finsbury  Place, Devonshire Square, Clement’s Lane, and several other perfectly acceptable addresses. The disturbance caused by an expensive London property would be as nothing when compared to the thunderbolt of Mr Shy’s proposal. ‘Yes,’ she answered slowly. ‘I agree.’

‘Well done,’ breathed Shy. It was the closest that he came to acknowledging that her decision had been difficult and might, possibly, have caused him some little uneasiness. He quickly recovered his self-possession, however, and smiling, he consulted his watch. ‘I often have a little something at this time of the morning, and there is a bakeshop nearby that is terribly indulgent. Will you join me in a frosted bun or a slice of cake?’


Cake, thought Mary with a sinking feeling. Was that not what the French queen recommended when the hungry people were demanding bread? She dismissed the troubling thought, and said that yes, she would. ‘And then I hope you will tell me how we shall manage such a complicated secret - both my going to France and my return.’

‘Yes, that will be a most interesting challenge,’ Shy affirmed. ‘Let us put our heads together and see what we may contrive.’
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Miss Sarah Marchmont was certainly no stranger to the principle of polite society that ‘a lady’s conduct ought not to be remarkable’. Indeed, she had repeatedly stressed it to her charges at Mrs Bunbury’s school for young ladies, and since retiring from that establishment, discretion and respectability had been her watchwords. Nevertheless, on a brisk afternoon, this stout woman of a certain age set off for London, a journey of some ninety miles. In the absence of a suitable explanation, such conduct was not only remarkable but also distinctly odd.

In fact, there was an explanation, but it merely shifted the oddness. Miss Marchmont was going to London because her young friend, Mary Finch, had requested it. This was all very well, but Mary had already departed for the capital to pursue ‘a matter of business’. Respectable young ladies simply did not conduct themselves thus - not if they wished to remain unremarkable. Those who understood that there were such things as matters of business left them to their husbands, brothers, guardians, or men of affairs. Mary was sufficiently wealthy to employ one of the latter, but she had nevertheless seen fit to grapple with this matter herself. And now she had sent for Miss Marchmont.

To refuse, of course, was out of the question. Miss Marchmont and Miss Trent, another survivor of Mrs Bunbury’s school, lived  with Mary at White Ladies, and they took their responsibilities as companions and sometime advisors very seriously. But what did the summons mean? Miss Marchmont said that Mary was simply being sensible, and doubtless that was the correct explanation. It was certainly the explanation with which she and Miss Trent reassured one another. When a young person was very clever and perhaps a trifle headstrong, she did not always stop to consider How Things Might Look, but dear Mary was really a very sensible girl.

‘Now, Hetty,’ urged Miss Marchmont from the carriage window, ‘you mustn’t stand about any longer in this chilly air. It is bad for your chest.’

‘No, I shall go inside directly,’ Miss Trent agreed. She was a thin, grey-haired woman, and for some time now she had been fluttering about like a nervous sparrow, endeavouring to be helpful but generally getting in the way. One of the footmen had almost knocked her down. ‘Promise to write as soon as you arrive.’

‘Of course.’

‘I shan’t be comfortable until I know . . . You are certain you will not have Mr Edwards’ History of the Work of Redemption to read on the journey? I could fetch it in an instant.’

‘But are you not reading that yourself?’

‘Yes, but you may have need of it, and I could make do with Mr Doddridge.’

Miss Marchmont thought she could manage without the tomes of either gentleman, but she smiled fondly. ‘No thank you, dear.’

‘Well . . . I have wrapped up a parcel of Mary’s painting things - it is there on the seat beside you.’

‘My dear, Mary has gone to London on a matter of business, not to paint pictures!’

‘I know, but she may be glad of a respite - something quiet. But she mustn’t suspect that we have been concerned about her.’

‘No indeed. Oh, we are moving. Steady, Rogers! Have a care for Miss Trent’s toes! Goodbye, now - and do not worry!’

Miss Trent retreated to the safety of the front steps, waved at the departing carriage and, contrary to her promise, hovered distractedly. Dear Mary . . . I do hope that all will be well.


And dear White Ladies. How Miss Trent admired the walled courtyard with its beautifully squared flagstones, the rebuilt coach house and stately porch; and as for the large residence of weathered grey stone, could anything be more splendid? Fashionable persons frequently described properties of indeterminate age as ‘Gothic’, but with White Ladies the adjective was deserved, for it had been built in medieval times to house a community of Cistercian nuns - the ‘White Ladies’ after whom the estate was named. Subsequent owners had made their own additions and subtractions, but these had not affected the essential temperament of the house, which was sober, serene, and detached from the world and its problems. If only, Miss Trent sighed.

Recalled by a gust of wind to her duties, she entered the house, shutting and bolting the door behind her. The efficient running of White Ladies now rested with her, and she mustn’t let things become slack while the mistress was away. With this resolve, she summoned Merriman, the butler. After a brief and somewhat confused exchange, it became clear that no instructions were necessary, which was just as well, since she had not thought of any. In the end she requested a pot of motherwort tea and retired with her knitting and Mr Edwards’ History to ‘the schoolroom’, the small sitting-room that she and Miss Marchmont had appropriated as their particular domain.

Mary had given her friends a free hand in the furnishing of this room, which consequently bore the marks of middle-aged, spinsterish thrift. It suited Miss Trent, however, and she always found motherwort tea soothing. She was pouring a second cup and contemplating a muffin with jam when Merriman reported that Mrs Tipton had arrived.


Oh, no, thought Miss Trent, and only just managed, by a quick turn of the wrist, to avert a motherwort deluge. It was only after the door had closed behind the butler that she realised,  blushingly, that she might have spoken those words aloud. Slipper, Mary’s small, irascible dog, began barking and then hid under a chair.

The prospect of a visit from Mrs Tipton had inspired similar responses in more than one home in that part of Suffolk. In person she was small and elderly, and navigated with the assistance of two sticks, but in personality she dwarfed the heartiest gentlemen in the neighbourhood. She also called regularly at White Ladies, for she took a particular interest in Mary Finch and often sensed when something had happened that affected her favourite. Miss Trent dreaded the prospect of relating this latest . . . oddness to her.

Mrs Tipton initiated the conversation, as she generally did, with an account of the doings of their mutual acquaintances. These included an instance of public drunkenness, an unsuccessful dinner party (the two were not related), and Mrs Tipton’s most recent visit to the rectory, where a great deal of advice had been dispensed to the incumbent, Mr Hunnable. ‘Something simply had to be said about the man’s surplice,’ she concluded, ‘and so I said it.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Miss Trent agreed, despite the fact that she secretly objected to all Anglican vestments as popish, and therefore considered that one was as good - or bad - as another. She purposely dropped and then recovered a stitch in her knitting so as to disguise her lack of candour on this point.

Mr Hunnable’s surplice provided an easy, if dubious, transition to the fashions on display at Miss Cheadle’s dress shop, but it gradually became clear that Miss Trent was not attending. Mrs Tipton tapped the floor smartly with one of her sticks. ‘What is it?’ she demanded. ‘And where is Miss Marchmont?’

The possibility of concealment was fleetingly considered and rejected. Draining her cup, dregs and all, as Socrates might have done at the fatal moment, Miss Trent replied, ‘She . . . she has gone to London.’

‘To London?’ Mrs Tipton’s opinion of the capital was well known, and while this was no guarantee against it being repeated,  on this occasion she merely asked, ‘Indeed?’ in a highly disapproving tone. ‘I knew nothing of this.’

‘No, I am afraid it was all arranged quite suddenly . . . since Mary has been away.’

‘Indeed,’ Mrs Tipton repeated more sternly, and fixed her gaze on Miss Trent. ‘And precisely what can have prompted this . . . reckless exploit?’

No one had ever associated Miss Trent with recklessness, even indirectly, and she experienced a little thrill. Nevertheless, she was obliged to put down her knitting before she could continue. ‘Well,’ she explained, ‘you know that Mary went to Cambridge to investigate some papers having to do with the history of the estate? They had been located in one of the colleges, and the Master was kind enough to inform her—’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘—of their existence. So thoughtful of the dear Master, although perhaps one oughtn’t to speak so familiarly of such an eminent person.’

Mrs Tipton managed to combine a wave of dismissal with a nod of encouragement. ‘Proceed,’ she added, for the sake of clarity.

‘Yes, of course. I beg your pardon. Mary wrote to us straightaway to say that she had arrived safely and had secured a convenient accommodation not far from the college, which was a great comfort, but today we received a most surprising letter. She said that she was going to London and wanted Sarah to join her - indeed, I might have gone as well, only Sarah was worried about my cough, and someone had to look after White Ladies. She set out . . . oh, it must be nearly an hour ago. Sarah, I mean. I expect that dear Mary departed Cambridge the day before yesterday.’

‘I see,’ said Mrs Tipton, curtly. ‘Have you the letter?’

Miss Trent produced it. The direction on the envelope said,  Miss Marchmont, White Ladies, near Lindham, Suffolk, in Mary’s dashing hand, but the message it contained was addressed to both her friends.



The Cock & Magpie  
Cambridge


 



11th October 1797

My dear Miss Marchmont and Miss Trent,

I hope you are both well, and that all our friends in Lindham and Woodbridge continue to enjoy good health.You will be pleased to hear that my errand at Catherine Hall has been a success, and I have learned a great deal about one of my predecessors at White Ladies. I have also taken tea in the Master’s lodge - imagine the honour!

Since my arrival a further matter of business has arisen, which requires my presence in London, and I have decided to go there straightaway. It will take some time to resolve, and as White Ladies may be rather dreary at this time of the year, why do you not join me? I daresay we shall find a great deal to amuse us, while my affairs are being sorted.

Pray do not tax yourselves with the cost of the journey, and come by the quickest and most comfortable means - even if it is the most expensive!

The address where I shall be staying is 12 Devonshire Square, which is not quite so fashionable as Cavendish Square, but is quiet and respectable and, I believe, will suit us very well.

Yours faithfully,

Mary Finch

P.S. Apologies for the quality of this pen (which I believe was plucked, inconsiderately, from one of the mascots of this establishment).



In the short space of time it took for Mrs Tipton to adjust her spectacles and read those words, the atmosphere of the room changed. Miss Trent felt it, and she tried to ignore the prickling fear of looming calamity, urging, ‘You see, it is all quite clear,’ in a determinedly hopeful voice. ‘She has business in London, and Sarah has—’

‘Nonsense!’ proclaimed Mrs Tipton, lowering the paper.

‘—followed her . . . Oh dear.’


‘Business in London,’ repeated Mrs Tipton, scornfully. ‘What business? Why does she not explain herself? And if she must go to London, why does she not return first to White Ladies and then make the journey properly, instead of rushing off in this mad way? I tell you plainly that the affair is entirely too insubstantial for my liking, and this tone of levity is intended to distract us from something far more serious.’

‘Do you . . . do you think so?’ asked Miss Trent.

‘Certainly.’ Mrs Marchmont eyed her shrewdly. ‘And so do you.’

Miss Trent bit her lip, wavered, and then capitulated. ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘Sarah said we ought not to worry but—’

Mrs Tipton dismissed that lady’s interpretation with an airy gesture. ‘What do you suspect?’

‘I am so afraid that these old documents may prove that there has been some dreadful mistake,’ Miss Trent confided, wringing her hands.‘That Mary is not the rightful owner of White Ladies after all, or the boundaries of the estate have shifted over the centuries.’ She glanced about nervously, as if a bailiff might appear at any moment, brandishing a notice to quit. ‘I would not mind for myself, of course, but if dear Mary should lose her home . . .!’

Mrs Tipton did not reply immediately. Little as she liked to admit it, since it had not previously occurred to her, this suggestion was not impossible. And that Miss Trent should have conceived it . . . extraordinary.


Then she frowned and returned to the real world, in which good-hearted but essentially simple persons like Miss Trent did not resolve mysteries. ‘There may be something in what you say, but I fear the matter is even more grave. Do you wish to hear my reading of the situation?’ she asked, in a tone that effectively eliminated the mark of interrogation from the sentence. ‘It is that Mary has embarked upon an elopement.’

When her listener had recovered from the shock of the final, terrible word, she added, ‘With that man.’


That man was Captain Robert Holland. Mary had met him under highly unusual circumstances, and Mrs Tipton considered  the resulting friendship between them most unsuitable. He might, it was true, have certain professional merits (although even there she had her suspicions), but he clearly lacked the financial and social qualifications to aspire to Mary’s hand (and of this aspiration she was in no doubt).

Miss Marchmont and Miss Trent were not quite so adamantly opposed to the captain’s suit, for they were not immune to the charms of romance, and both secretly thought him rather splendid. An elopement, however, was another matter entirely. If true it meant scandal and very possibly social ruin.

But was it true? ‘Do you believe that . . . Captain Holland has followed Mary to Cambridge?’ cried Miss Trent. ‘And . . . proposed marriage while she was studying the ancient documents? Surely the Master of Catherine Hall would not have allowed such an impropriety. But perhaps the captain won his confidence by professing an interest in scholarship?’

So described it did sound rather silly, and Mrs Tipton replied hurriedly. ‘Something of that nature might have occurred, perhaps. But very likely the entire story of the documents was a ruse, designed to separate Mary from her friends and place her in that man’s power.You know, I protested against her going to Cambridge alone.’

Miss Trent did know. ‘Yes,’ she acknowledged, humbly, ‘but Mary said—’

‘Yes, yes. Naturally, she convinced the two of you that it was quite all right, an easy journey, and she knew Cambridge very well.’

Miss Trent nodded. ‘And she does know it, from our time at Mrs Bunbury’s.’

Mrs Tipton disliked all references to Mary’s former life as a schoolteacher - such an unfortunate, lowering epoch - and she passed over this one with a lofty frown. ‘It is the time that man spent here in July that is important,’ she complained. ‘A most regrettable business.You may depend upon it, that is when the damage was done.’

‘Mary has been rather . . . distracted these last weeks,’ Miss  Trent admitted, ‘not quite herself . . . and you know that she has always been a very good-humoured girl.’

‘Do they correspond?’

‘I do not . . .’ Miss Trent wilted under Mrs Tipton’s eye.‘There may possibly have been a letter from Woolwich.’

‘Yes, I thought so, and doubtless more than one. Pray, did you not wonder how Mary managed to secure London premises so readily? This letter was posted in Cambridge, yet she seems already to have leased a house in Devonshire Square. No doubt that was his work. She admits the address is not fashionable, and he has scarcely tuppence to his name.’

‘Oh dear,’ mewed Miss Trent. The immediate prospect of Mary in some miserable London garret was far worse than the eventual loss of White Ladies. ‘Whatever shall we do?’

Mrs Tipton considered. ‘Under the circumstances, it is probably fortunate that Miss Marchmont set out immediately - although she might have waited to receive instructions. The scene she encounters in London may overwhelm her. I shall write and tell her what to do.’ She enumerated the important points on her fingers. ‘If they are actually married—’

‘Can one be married in London nowadays?’ asked Miss Trent. ‘I mean, without the banns being read?’

‘I expect it is possible to do most things irregularly there. However, I believe it would require the archbishop’s licence, and Captain Holland cannot possibly know Dr Moore. Very likely, therefore, they are not married. In which case, Miss Marchmont must bring Mary home immediately.’ Mrs Tipton hesitated. ‘So long as, ahem, no harm has been done.’

Miss Trent gasped at the possibility that harm might have been done. Mrs Tipton continued fiercely, ‘In that case, a prompt wedding is the only course. Prompt, quiet, and accompanied by a three-fold curse upon the scoundrel who has brought us to such a pass!’

Mrs Tipton clutched her stick - she almost brandished it - and if Captain Holland had entered the room at that moment, his friends would have trembled for his safety.The sight of Miss Trent’s pale face, however, caused the avenger to relent, and she  added, ‘But until we know the worst, let us hope for a more fortunate outcome. Mary did send for Miss Marchmont, after all. Perhaps that means she has realised her folly - whatever this Holland fellow may have promised. Let us hope that Miss Marchmont may confound him and perform a timely rescue.’

‘Oh, yes, a rescue!’ cried Miss Trent. ‘Let us pray for it. And . . . it may end happily, you know, somehow.’

 



That evening, Miss Marchmont ate a solitary meal at the Great White Horse Hotel, Ipswich, prior to boarding the mail coach for London. She was a robust, practical sort of person, who did not readily indulge in the sort of speculation favoured either by Miss Trent or Mrs Tipton. Nevertheless, on this occasion all of their thoughts tended in the same direction: Mary’s attachment to Captain Holland had resulted in an unfortunate escapade, from which it might just be possible to extricate her, or at least protect her from a worse catastrophe than becoming Mrs Robert Holland.

It was not Mary’s letter that had convinced Miss Marchmont, however, but the confidential postscript, which comprised a separate sheet. In the privacy of the nearly deserted parlour, she re-read that missive, which seemed to admit but a single interpretation.


My dear Miss M,

Please come with all haste and, if possible, prevail upon Miss Trent to remain at White Ladies. I mean to lay a charge upon you, which I hope you will accept, but which I fear might trouble her.

Seen through the prism of fond friendship, the decision I have taken may seem misguided, but I trust you will think differently when I explain the circumstances. Indeed, I shall rely upon you to help make matters well with our friends afterwards.

I cannot explain further, but will do so when we meet.

Your very grateful friend,

Mary Finch
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Devonshire Square was a quiet and, in its way, highly favoured enclave on the eastern edge of the City of London. True, the houses were sober rather than beautiful, and the warehouses rising to the south, east, and west of the square made for gloomy neighbours. But there was much to be said for sobriety, and if the men who had made their fortunes in distant bazaars and counting houses chose to live near the fruits of their labours, who could blame them?While not precisely built upon commerce, Devonshire Square had been sustained by it for many years, and the result was an address that denoted enterprise, fortitude, and success. From here, London merchants and financiers communicated not only with ministers and the Bank of England, but also with their factors and suppliers on the other side of the world.

Miss Marchmont had made tactful enquiries of her fellow passengers on the London mail.The talkative driver of a hackney carriage had provided further information while her baggage was being loaded for the short drive from Gracechurch Street. She therefore possessed a certain image of Devonshire Square, and, as her vehicle entered from Devonshire Street, she was pleasantly relieved to find it accurate.

How difficult to imagine anything untoward happening in such a quiet, respectable-looking place! Indeed, if one were bent upon . . . improper conduct, this was hardly the location one would choose. Then, too, there was the financial aspect.  While not the equal of fashionable Mayfair or St James, houses in Devonshire Square must be expensive - certainly beyond Captain Holland’s modest stipend. Could they have been mistaken about Mary’s actions? Might she have, in fact, come to London to pursue a matter of business in which the captain played no part?

While Miss Marchmont was considering that pleasing thought, the door to Number Twelve opened and a man appeared on the threshold. Short, stocky, with a round, swarthy face and luxuriant white moustaches, he peered at her suspiciously before breaking into a sunny smile.

‘Good morning, lady!’ he boomed, descending hurriedly and bowing at the carriage door. He wrenched it open and bowed again. ‘You are friend of Mary djan? Yes! Welcome, welcome to our house!’

This was not at all the sort of greeting that Miss Marchmont had expected, but before she could do other than register her surprise, the diminutive figure was handing her out and advising her to care for nothing, he would arrange all. At close quarters, he cut something of a comic figure, with his highly correct suit of grey broadcloth strangely augmented by an embroidered skullcap and slippers with turned-up toes. But the grip of his hand was like iron, and he moved strongly even when encumbered by her baggage.

‘You go inside, lady,’ he called, gesturing with his chin. ‘I pay this fellow all right. From Spread Eagle bahntog? Yes, yes, I know him - very good place!’

Thus prompted, and with her enthusiastic retainer urging her on, she mounted the steps to Number Twelve and walked into a narrow passageway. There, a rather more conventional maidservant took her hat and pelisse, and conducted her into the parlour. Comfortably furnished, it had the carefully maintained look of a room that had not been used recently, and some of the decorations were unusual - the large brass globe, for example, engraved with strange figures and symbols, the illuminated book written in a foreign language, and the silver incense burner (at least, that was what it appeared to be).


Of course, thought Miss Marchmont, determined not to be surprised if she could help it, Mary would have taken a furnished house. Turning purposefully to the maid, she asked, ‘Where is your mistress?’

‘Mary djan not here,’ announced the voice from the passage. He set down the last of Miss Marchmont’s baggage and appeared in the parlour doorway, mopping his bald head with a large white handkerchief before replacing his skullcap. ‘She is going out every day, shopping and conducting the affairs of her business. Buying presents for you, maybe.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘She will be so happy to know you are here. All the time she speaks of Miss Marksman, and when she is coming.’

‘Marchmont,’ that lady corrected.

‘Marksman,’ he repeated, nodding. ‘I am Vartan Nazarian, varich  of this house and also for Mr Hyde. Anything you want I get it for you, only you have to ask. But now you must rest yourself after journey and wait for Mary djan. You want tea? Good tea?’

‘Yes, please. That would be lovely.’

‘Of course. Here we have best tea in London - in England - if only that woman makes it right.’ The assertion ended in a grumble and, turning to the maid, he commanded, ‘You heard. Miss Marksman is hungry. Right away bring her chay and a plate of cakes.’

‘We’ve only English cakes, Mr Nazarene,’ warned the maid. ‘Cook says she hasn’t had time for—’

‘Eh? What is that? Oh!’ He growled like an elderly lion.‘Bring English cakes, then, and quickly! Guest does not go hungry in this house!’

‘Yes, sir.’

Nazarian shook his fist at the retreating figure and then smiled sheepishly at Miss Marchmont. ‘English servants always complaining. In Aleppo they would be beaten - or they would marry, and their husbands would have no peace. Here they are not beaten or married, and I have no peace. Everywhere Vartan Nazarian speaks and is obeyed, but in this house he hears only complaints! These women, they make me crazy.’

Miss Marchmont could think of no fitting reply, nor was she  quite sure that she ought to encourage the man’s conversation. What was a varich, anyway? She inclined her head in a manner that she hoped conveyed a dignified benevolence. ‘I am certain that the cakes will be delightful.’

‘Maybe,’ he agreed, ‘but English cakes are dry - like dust.’ He coughed to illustrate this. ‘You will need the chay - that is very good. Tomorrow you will have proper cakes, if I must watch that woman so that she has time for baking and not only for talking! But now I take the baggage to your room. The most beautiful room in the house, after the room of Mary  djan.’

The cakes were eaten and the chay - a surprising potion with more spices and less milk than any tea Miss Marchmont had ever known - drunk. It was a refreshing meal, so much so that she felt equal to the task of unpacking, and she proceeded to the second most beautiful room in the house to deal with her own trunk and the several parcels that Miss Trent had considered indispensable. When all was put to rights, she drew one of the chairs up to the window and sat down with a book. This room overlooked the square, and she could keep watch for Mary’s return as she read. What she would say when they met, she had not decided.

Even chay could not undo the effect of nine hours on a mail coach, and she was dozing comfortably when a commotion downstairs roused her from sleep.This was followed by the very unladylike sound of feet pounding up two flights, and the door burst open with scarcely a pause after the knock.

Miss Marchmont caught her book just before it slid onto the floor. ‘Mary!’ she scolded. ‘How many times must I remind you about stairs? I thought it must be a team of horses.’

In fact, it was a slim young woman, dressed in a plain but well-cut gown of coffee-coloured linen and a striped Parisian cloak. She was still wearing her bonnet and veil, but the latter had been tossed back to reveal a countenance marked by both beauty and character.

‘Yes, I am sorry,’ Mary laughed, dropping companionably upon the bed. The bonnet followed, and what had been a neat  coiffure collapsed into a torrent of auburn curls on one side. ‘Oh, bother,’ she muttered, searching vainly for a hairpin and then pushing the worst offenders behind her ear. ‘Only, everything has been so much at the gallop since I arrived that it is difficult to pull up.’

‘Hmm.’ Miss Marchmont removed her spectacles - she only used them for very small print; she could see quite well without - and considered her young friend. A dash upstairs did not account for those flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes. High spirits, she mused, and if I am not mistaken, mischief or a rare scrape. Aloud she said, in answer to a query about the journey from Suffolk, ‘Oh, quite tolerable. The road to Ipswich was much encumbered by flocks of geese on a similar errand to my own, but being wise birds they prefer a stately pace. I  would not choose to come tearing down to London, of course, but—’

‘No, and you were a dear to do it, particularly as I have been so mysterious. But I mean to put that right.’ One of Mary’s eccentricities was her habit of carrying a gentleman’s pocket-watch, and now she extracted it from her reticule. ‘I must go out again, I am afraid. I did not expect you so quickly, and I have another appointment at two o’clock.’ She turned to her friend. ‘But I shan’t keep you in suspense. You see, matters did not proceed quite as we had expected them to in Cambridge. I never met the Master of Catherine Hall, and I did not actually look at letters or anything else to do with White Ladies.’

‘Ah. But a meeting did take place.’

‘Yes, and I made an important decision on the strength of it - a sort of promise, really, and that is what has brought me to London.’ Mary paused, and then the words came quickly, not quite ‘at the gallop’, but baldly, and without any attempt at circumlocution or justification. Very likely she had considered beforehand what she would say. Certainly her explanation had the air of a hurried recital.

When it was over, Miss Marchmont did not reply immediately, and her hand gripped the arm of her chair as if she required a steady support.

‘Well?’ prompted Mary. Her chin had risen defiantly over the course of her speech, and now it sank a little.

Miss Marchmont stared back at her. ‘I am astonished.’

‘But . . . you do not think that I have done wrong?’

From a slow start, Miss Marchmont began to gather speed. ‘Wrong? My dear Mary! I think you have taken leave of your senses, and right and wrong scarcely come into it! How did you . . . What can have possessed you to agree?’

‘It does sound reckless,’ Mary allowed, ‘but—’

‘Going for a drive with Mr George Nesbit after a festive supper would be reckless,’ corrected Miss Marchmont. ‘This proposal of yours is . . . I hardly know what to call it.’

‘—I have considered the matter quite carefully.’

Miss Marchmont countered tartly that thought, care, and common sense had been conspicuous by their absence, but her heart sank. She recognised the too straight back and the steady, unflinching gaze of the girl opposite. There was no reasoning with Mary in this humour, and no way of shifting her from the course she had chosen, short of locking her in her room - and then there were always windows. ‘I suppose you are resolved,’ she grumbled, ‘whatever I might say?’

Mary nodded, but her smile was hopeful. ‘Yes, I am afraid so . . . but I would like to think that I have your good opinion.’

‘Ha! My opinion—’

‘And your support. Have you forgotten what I wrote in my second letter? I do not say that you must help me, but it would make matters so much easier if you would.’

‘I do not see quite how everything may be . . . hidden.’ Miss Marchmont frowned distractedly. A confidential undertaking . . . Americans . . . discomfiting the French . . . It was difficult to take it all in. She felt as if she had been buffeted or shaken violently, and her brain had not quite recovered from the trauma. In her confusion, she even found herself wishing that Mrs Tipton were present. She would not tolerate this nonsense. ‘Let it be understood that I do not in the least approve of all this. In fact, I quite disapprove.’

‘I understand.’ 

‘But I suppose . . .’ She sighed. ‘It would be best if the others were prevented from worrying.’

‘That is precisely what I thought.’

With the distinct feeling that she was being managed, Miss Marchmont asked, grudgingly, ‘When do you mean to set out?’

Mary rose and glanced out of the window, perhaps to hide the triumphant gleam in her eye. ‘In three days’ time, if everything can be arranged. There is not a moment to lose.’

Miss Marchmont threw up her hands, which uninspiring gesture won her a fond hug and a kiss on the cheek. ‘And now I must fly,’ said Mary. ‘The carriage is waiting for me downstairs. But we can discuss matters further this evening - including your part in the affair. Goodbye!’ She snatched up her bonnet and was gone.

Miss Marchmont smiled wanly. ‘Ah, yes - my part.’

 



They dined that night in splendour, Nazarian having produced the silver dinner service and a superfluity of engraved glasses ‘for the honour of the house’. A competition of sorts between him and the cook, Mrs Jakes, had also resulted in a curious and extravagant menu, whereby domestic and exotic dishes jostled for space on the crowded table. Nazarian did his best to influence the diners in favour of the latter, grumbling, ‘Ha, English,’ when the maid, Annie, brought in a poached haddock or a sirloin of beef, but greeting his own creations with a cry of ‘Good food!’

‘You will not mind staying on here while I am in France?’ asked Mary, during a lull. ‘It is quite a pleasant house, I think, and Nazarian will do anything to please you.’

‘So he informed me on my arrival.’ Miss Marchmont was still feeling out of sorts, but seemed resigned to her fate as Mary’s confederate.

‘He will call me “Mary dear”, which I suppose he oughtn’t, but I haven’t the heart to check him, and really he is quite fatherly - even grandfatherly. Do you know that he is almost eighty years old?’ Mary nodded persuasively in response to Miss Marchmont’s look of disbelief. ‘It is true. He was a factor for  one of the Levant trading houses, and he came to London when his principal, Mr Hyde, wound up the business forty years ago. Mr Hyde retired to the country, but this house - and Nazarian - remained in the family.’

Nazarian appeared with dessert offerings that he described as, ‘Try-full: English, not so good’ and ‘Bourma: very nice, with special sauce - ladies must try.’When they had duly pronounced the sweet, flaky, nutty confection far superior to its domestic rival (Mary was obliged to eat a second roll, dipped in syrup, and never mind fingers), they managed to gain from him a promise not to produce any further courses, nor to return until summoned. They would take tea upstairs presently.

‘And Devonshire Square,’ Mary added as the door closed behind him, ‘is precisely the sort of address for my purposes. It sounds well enough to those who do not know London—’

‘Like Mrs Tipton.’

‘Very much like Mrs Tipton, but it is out-of-the-way for those in Town who might know me.’

‘You intend to keep your presence here a secret from all but our friends in Suffolk?’

‘Mm,’ said Mary.‘This is really quite delicious but I mustn’t eat another, or I shall be obliged to ask Madame Clothilde to let out my new gowns.’ She slid the tempting plate out of reach. ‘I have been quite careful to avoid the best dressmakers and jewellers, and I believe I may creep away without anyone the wiser.’


Creeping away. That was the aspect of the business that Miss Marchmont did not like. Or rather, it was the aspect that she most disliked, and without it the entire scheme would dissolve. ‘Must you go to France?’ she asked, not for the first time.‘Something could easily go wrong, and then where will you be? At the mercy of those cutthroats - I am frightened even thinking about it! Perhaps I ought to come with you.’

‘Oh no, that would never do,’ said Mary, smiling at more than the incongruity of her friend’s final remark, ‘but you are a dear to suggest it. Everything depends on your being here, you know, providing sturdy evidence to Miss Trent and Mrs Tipton that all is well.’

‘If only everything were well,’ complained Miss Marchmont. She was one of those people who eat when they are unhappy, and now she took another helping of trifle.

Her ‘sturdy evidence’ would take the form of regular letters to their friends in Suffolk, in which Mary’s business affairs would be described and other details of their stay in London chronicled. Miss Trent’s conjecture about the Cambridge documents would serve for the former - she would be informed that an old parish map had been discovered that threw one of the boundaries of White Ladies into question, and Mary had been obliged to make further enquiries. (These would prove important, tedious, and - most importantly - not at all frightening.)

‘Do you think that you can produce convincing accounts of visits to Oxford Street and Drury Lane from the prospect of 12 Devonshire Square?’

‘That oughtn’t to tax me,’ chuckled Miss Marchmont. ‘I visited shops enough on our previous visit to London to last a lifetime, and the newspapers will provide details of the operas and concerts that I - or rather we - might have attended.’

‘Ah yes, of course. But if your imagination should flag, I suggest that you consult Nazarian. He does know London, and I expect he would be a bountiful source of information.’ The  varich had, of necessity, been informed of certain details related to Mary’s undertaking - but not the reason for them.‘Fortunately he is not the least curious to know anything more. If only others of our acquaintance were the same.’

 



The next two days passed quickly. Mary had a busy schedule, and Miss Marchmont accompanied her faithfully to shoemakers, hosiers, hatters, and leather-workers, even to the haughty Madame Clothilde, who received them with grave condescension at a tiny shop in Montague Street.

That Spitalfields address was the least eligible, but none of the neighbourhoods they visited could have been described as fashionable, and Miss Marchmont wondered at Mary’s habit of paying for her purchases on the spot and taking them away  with her. There were such things as robbers and pickpockets, and very likely they thrived in precisely those gloomy regions of the capital. But when the expressions ‘payment on account’ and ‘the convenience of delivery’ were mentioned, just in a casual way, Mary was unmoved.‘Oh no,’ she chided.‘We haven’t time for that sort of thing.’

Usually Miss Marchmont played a conspicuous part in the shop or warehouse. She had to be certain that her young friend was spending her money wisely, after all, and she prided herself on being able to detect sharp practice. Her role was less prominent with respect to Mary’s other appointments. She neither knew nor wished to know what took place in the discreet government office in Crown Street, and as for the affair at the Temple, she declined to dignify it with her presence. Great Cumberland Place, where the American minister lived, was the first decent address Miss Marchmont had heard since coming to London, but she waited in the carriage and made such conversation as was possible with Nazarian. He had insisted that the ladies must not venture out alone after dark. ‘Many bad men about.’

On returning from that final appointment, Mary set about packing. This proof, if more were needed, that she intended to go through with her plan only deepened Miss Marchmont’s sense of gloom. Having grudgingly complimented Mary’s midnight blue spencer and embroidered Norwich shawl, she rounded on the new gowns, calling them far too insubstantial for polite wear - for polite public wear. ‘And when I think what you paid for those flimsy things,’ she sniffed.

‘Fashion begins in Paris,’ said Mary, ‘and Madame Clothilde understands the latest styles exactement. Her father was a count, you know.’

Miss Marchmont was not convinced either by the lady in question’s taste or her parentage. ‘Judging by the number of so-called aristocrats who have landed in England since the war began, complaining of their troubles and expecting us to feel sorry for them, I am surprised there were any left in France to be executed. And you must promise never to wear that  turquoise muslin without a buffon neckerchief . . . a very substantial buffon neckerchief.’

Mary promised and produced just such an item from her trunk, together with a sufficiency of winter undergarments, all of which had then to be refolded to Miss Marchmont’s satisfaction. She was not quite such a stickler in these matters as Miss Trent, but she had her standards.

The luggage was eventually packed, and early on the following morning, the two women set out. An overnight freak of autumnal weather had resulted in a pale, drifting fog that lightened the pre-dawn square, but in no very pleasant way. The bare trees appeared all the more black and skeletal, while the street lamps and the houses opposite, which ought to have lent a sense of wholesome security to the scene, were obscured. Miss Marchmont was too sensible a woman even to consider the adjective ‘ghostly’, but she shivered as she stood on the front steps, and wrapped her cloak and shawl more securely against the damp. It was certainly not a morning in which one’s heart was lifted by the prospect of travel.

‘You needn’t come with me, you know,’ said Mary, as the faithful Nazarian returned with a hackney carriage.

‘Oh, I must see you properly on your way,’ Miss Marchmont retorted fussily. ‘You went to Cambridge on your own, and see what has happened!’

This was not quite fair and both of them knew it, but Mary only smiled and told Nazarian to expect Miss Marchmont’s return to Devonshire Square on the following evening.

‘Of course,’ he agreed, and after instructing the driver to take the ladies to ‘White Bear Inn, Piccadilly, driving very careful’, he kissed his hand to Mary - perhaps to both passengers - and urged, ‘we see you again very soon.’

 



The Dover coach was crowded all the way to Rochester, which made the journey less comfortable than it might have been, but also limited the opportunities for private conversation.This was fortunate because if she and Mary had been alone Miss Marchmont might have asked about forgotten items or dismal  eventualities, and neither was a very cheerful subject. Instead, she kept these and other troubling thoughts to herself, and concentrated upon the miles rolling away beneath them and the stops that remained until they must part. Chatham, Rainham, Newington, Sittingbourne; she promised herself that she would not become anxious until they reached Canterbury.

Darkness had fallen by the time they arrived in Dover, so they had no view of the castle.‘Oh, what a pity,’ Mary lamented, peering ineffectually into the gloom. ‘I should have liked to see it.’
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