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      The term ‘internment’ for the detention of enemy noncombatants in wartime did not come into use until circa 1870, but it has been used here for convenience.
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      The large berline and the smaller travelling-coach climbed the road out of Lausanne at a good pace, for the horses were fresh after their two-day rest, and the broad pastures of the Freiburge, bright with the flowers of early summer, soon opened out on either side, with a pleasant view of the Jura beyond.

      Mary Burns stared out of the window of the berline, her dreamy brown eyes only half aware of the passing scenery, and worried about the immediate future. So far all had gone well, but there were still at least five towns through which they must pass before they entered Baden, and it had been impossible to discover whether the French or the Swiss were in control of any or all of them.

      ‘So fair a prospect must rejoice the heart!’ declaimed Mr Brown in one of his few perfect iambic pentameters. ‘Do you not agree, Miss Burns?’

      Mary forced herself out of her preoccupation to give him a polite smile and a murmured ‘Oh, indeed!’

      He was a handsome young man, in an ethereal fashion, with fair hair and grey eyes, and an interesting air of delicacy, for he had suffered a severe congestion of the lungs in childhood, which was why he had spent the previous winter in the small village of Cannes on the warm Mediterranean coast.

      ‘It’d rejoice my heart a damn—dashed sight more if it wasn’t likely to be swarming with Frenchies!’ remarked Sir John Robbins, the owner of berline, coach and horses, and the employer of the two drivers, William and Henry. His good-humoured red face had taken on a distinctly anxious look these past few days, ever since he had found a letter from England awaiting him in Grenoble, containing the news that the Peace of Amiens had broken down and the war between Britain and France was about to be renewed. This information had been confirmed by the Governor of Genève when they paid him a courtesy call on arrival in his city, and he had kindly added the warning that a state of war had, in fact, existed since 17th May, nine days before, and that the First Consul was said to. have ordered the arrest and internment of all British subjects who had the misfortune to find themselves in French territory.

      ‘As you are here,’ he had pointed out. ‘However, the courier bringing me instructions in the matter will not arrive until tomorrow morning, by which time, no doubt, you will have crossed the border into Vaud, which is, of course, a Free Canton and not part of the Helvetic Confederation.’

      ‘Does that—er—make a difference?’ enquired Sir John, who found the new political arrangements of Europe most confusingly unlike those of his previous visits to the Continent in the far-off days before the French Revolution.

      ‘But of course!’ the Governor had replied with a Gallic expressiveness of hands and eyebrows. ‘The Helvetic Confederation is under the protection of the First Consul! I should advise you to enter Vaud and remain there!’

      As a result of this conversation, Sir John and Lady Sarah, his wife, Mary and Mr Brown, together with Lady Sarah’s maid, the gentlemen’s valets and the two coachmen, had hastened to leave Genève very early the next morning, hardly daring to draw breath until they were safely past the customs post at Versoix, where the official had kept them waiting an agonising fifteen minutes while he carefully spelled out every word on their passports, and then counted all their trunks and boxes three times over, apparently arriving at a different total each time.

      The greatest strain of that quarter-hour had fallen on Mary, for she was the only one of the party who spoke French, Sir John and Lady Sarah having forgotten all but a few polite phrases, and Mr Brown disclaiming all knowledge of the language. Eventually, as they seemed likely to remain forever at Versoix, Mary had uttered the words which had so far acted with magical effect on every French official they had met since they left Paris the previous summer: ‘As you may see, our papers have been signed by General Mortier.’

      ‘Indeed!’ replied the official. ‘All is in order. A pleasant journey to you, and a swift return to our beautiful France!’ and he actually handed Mary back into the berline.

      ‘Thank you! Oh, I hope so!’ she had replied fervently, sinking back into her seat with a sigh of relief as the berline rolled across the border into Vaud and safety.

      The trouble was, however, that they could not possibly consider remaining in Vaud until the war ended, but must go on through the Helvetic Confederation to Bâle, and hope then to cross the Rhine into Baden, whence they could make a safe journey through the German States to Hamburg and thence home.

      Lady Sarah had insisted on a couple of days’ rest in Lausanne, for she was weary of travelling, and Sir John had reluctantly agreed.

      ‘I wish we’d never left home!’ he had grumbled. ‘If I’d had the least idea that we’d land in such a pickle, I’d never have agreed to wintering in the south of France!’

      ‘Well, there was no way of knowing that this Bonaparte creature would prove so perfidious and uncivilised!’ Lady Sarah had pointed out.

      ‘With the Peace of Amiens being signed, it seemed such a good opportunity to escape the winter at home, for you know how it always makes me ill, and to show Mary a little of Abroad and give an opportunity to meet some interesting people. Heaven knows, life at home in Broadwood is dull enough for older and settled folk like ourselves, and it’s dreadfully so for a girl of no more than twenty, like dear Mary!’

      Thinking back over the past year as the berline rolled across the Freiburge towards Moudon, Mary was not sure whether it had been worth the present anxieties. Of course, it had been exciting to travel after spending almost the whole of her twenty years of life in a small, isolated village, where the future held no prospect but a gentle decline into old-maidery. She had seen Paris, and actually met the First Consul, who had been a disappointment, being no taller than herself, with lank hair which looked suspiciously thin about the temples, a disagreeable expression and a marked lack of charm.

      On the other hand, Mr Brown was very charming. He had appeared in Cannes not long after their own arrival there, and had made himself agreeable to Lady Sarah, and particularly to Mary. He was very eligible, being connected through his father to a Marquess and through his mother to a Duke, and his sister was married to an Earl. Mary thought none the worse of him for that, for he was not the least high in the instep or condescending in his manner to lesser mortals, and she had found much pleasure in his company, eventually even toying in her imagination with the idea of abandoning her life-long predilection for heroes of the tall, dark variety and considering the possibility of attraction in a man of fair complexion and medium height. There was, of course, the added interest of his delicate health.

      If Mary had a fault, it was an over-active and romantic imagination, fostered by a dull life with too little to occupy her mind, and she had dwelt happily on the picture of herself tending a tidily and not-too-ill hero, and receiving the grateful smile which would appear on the wan but handsome face, marked but not marred by patient suffering, at the magical touch of her fair hand on a fevered brow.

      To add still more to his attractions, Mr Brown was a poet. Admittedly, his verses were woefully bad, and she had found herself inclined to shake him on the occasion, soon after they left Cannes, when a wheel of the berline broke, and he had draped himself gracefully against the nearest tree to discourse lyrically on the beauties of nature instead of doing something useful, especially when one of the beauties of nature had stung her painfully on the neck.

      On the other hand, he had shown a marked interest in her, even to the extent of proposing, with becoming hesitation and many parenthetical apologies for his temerity, that he might accompany the Robbins and Mary on their journey home. He spoke fluent German, and as this would facilitate Sir John’s wish to travel by way of the Swiss cantons and the German States, his offer was graciously accepted.

      By now, Mary was aware that Mr Brown’s interest in her was considerable, and she was almost certain that before long he would be making a more personal proposal. He had mentioned two or three times that he hoped to introduce her to his family, and surely that could only mean that he meant to make an Offer. If he did, she would be foolish to decline it when there was no other prospect of marriage in view and precious little chance of anything better appearing in the future! After all, most young ladies who married did so because an eligible man had Offered, not because they were swept off their feet by the tempestuous storms of Love, and she had no particular fault to find with Mr Brown.

      Her thoughts wandered back to the previous day, when he had kindly offered to escort her on her exploration of Lausanne, and he had been most attentive. Mary had welcomed his presence, for he was a pleasant companion, but she had felt a little shy of being alone with him, for she was doubtful about the precise nature of her feelings towards him, so she had kept to the well-frequented places and avoided diversions into side-chapels in the cathedral or deserted streets outside it.

      Consequently, Mr Brown’s only chance to say anything particularly private to her had occurred when they were standing on the cathedral terrace admiring the view, and there happened for a moment to be no one else near enough to hear.

      ‘I say, Miss Burns!’ he had said, after a quick glance around them. ‘I shall be excessively sorry when our travels come to an end, save for one thing!’

      ‘Indeed,’ Mary had replied. ‘I fear we still have a long way to go, and may yet encounter serious difficulties to delay us! I shall not be at all sorry to reach home safely, and I protest that I’m really quite shaken to pieces with the rough roads we have traversed!’

      ‘But even the roughest roads are endurable in such pleasant company!’

      Mary had given him a non-committal smile, wondering if he would consider internment endurable in her company if Fate and the First Consul so decreed, which Heaven forbid!

      ‘I wonder what those particularly sharp mountains over there are called,’ she had remarked.

      ‘Do you not wonder what is the one thing which tempers my regrets?’ Mr Brown had sounded a trifle piqued.

      ‘If you wish to tell me.’

      ‘It’s the thought that I shall have the pleasure of making you known to my family, and thereafter learning to know you better myself!’ he had announced, with the air of a conjuror producing a particularly admirable rabbit from a round hat and two handkerchiefs.

      Mary had given him a vague smile, surprised at the distinct feeling of apprehension that his words had aroused in her, from which she could only conclude that she was not altogether happy at the prospect of being known better by Mr Brown. In fact, if he had meant what she thought he did, she had to admit that the idea of marrying him was not as pleasant as she had once thought it might be.

      ‘You are very quiet, Mary,’ Lady Sarah’s gentle voice broke into her thoughts. ‘You’re not still worrying about the French, surely? I was assured in Lausanne that they have no garrisons in Vaud.’

      ‘No, but we have to leave Vaud and travel through territory where they may have garrisons to reach Bâle,’ Mary blurted out, and then wished she had at least phrased her sentence more carefully, for she had no wish to alarm her friend.

      ‘I’m sure we have no need to feel apprehension,’ Lady Sarah replied comfortably. ‘If we do happen to meet with a few French officials, your command of the language has enabled you to deal with their kind most effectively in the past, and we have Mr Brown to protect us!’

      Mary managed a smile, but thought to herself that Mr Brown was likely to prove too delicate in health and sensibilities to deal effectively with the rough, ungentlemanly fellows who nowadays formed the officialdom of the French Republic. If anyone was called upon to protect the party, it was more likely to be herself!

      ‘General Mortier’s name on our papers is our best guarantee,’ put in Sir John. ‘What a stroke of luck that he happened to sign them before we left Paris! He seems to command more respect among his countrymen than even Bonaparte! One reference to that signature has been sufficient to solve every problem so far, and I’ve no doubt it will do so again.’

      He sounded as bluffly confident as ever, but Mary wondered if he really thought that the General’s name would save them from internment if the First Consul had decreed otherwise. Perhaps, if the worst happened, she might mention that they were acquainted with General Bonaparte—after all, they had actually met him, however fleetingly!

      After the anxieties of the morning, their passage through Moudon was an anti-climax, for they were not even stopped to show their papers, nor at Payerne, where they stayed the night, and in neither town were any French officials or soldiers to be seen. The travellers exchanged a few remarks of relief, and began to think that perhaps they had worried unnecessarily.

      The drive from Payerne to Berne next day was similarly uneventful, and enlivened only by the beauty of the valley around Avenches, with its terraced vineyards, and the quaint appearance of the little walled town. They reached Berne in the afternoon, and were stopped at the gate by a solitary Swiss official, who collected their passports and enquired which inn they meant to patronise. Mary asked his advice, and he directed them to a very picturesque and comfortable place in the Marktgasse, where their papers were returned to them as they Sat at supper.

      ‘Could someone perhaps inform me,’ Mr Brown enquired earnestly, ‘but is Berne not a part of the Helvetic Confederation? My geographical knowledge is not of the best, I fear.’

      ‘Certainly it is,’ replied Sir John confidently, and then, less confidently, ‘At least, I think so. Things have been somewhat complicated in this part of the world in recent years!’

      ‘I’ve seen no sign of any French soldiers or officials since we crossed the border out of France yesterday,’ Mr Brown continued. ‘Do you think it possible that you may have misunderstood the Governor of Genève? I hesitate to make this suggestion, of course, but one understands that a—er—slightly unfamiliar language may disguise shades of meaning, and saying that the Confederation is under the protection of the First Consul may not actually imply that his edicts have any application here. . .’

      Mary was amused by his delicate way of hinting that her French comprehension was not of the first order, but she was firmly convinced that she had not misunderstood the Governor, and said so.

      ‘The only thing that I’m not sure about is exactly what he meant by saying that English travellers were to be arrested and interned,’ she added. ‘I assume that he meant that they are to be prisoners of war, but I’ve never heard of such a thing before.’

      ‘Mm,’ agreed Sir John. ‘That seemed to be his meaning, but I’ve not heard of such a thing before either. It sounds positively barbarous, but that’s the new France!’ and he sighed.

      Mr Brown, however, remained sceptical about any threat to their freedom existing in the Helvetic Confederation, and the others began to think that he might well be right. They looked about the city in the morning, visiting the Cathedral and the Market, and seeing no sign whatever of any French presence, and very little of any Swiss officials either. They left Berne without hindrance after an early luncheon, having only twenty miles or so to go on a good road to Soleure, which they reached in the afternoon. It was a walled city, with gates guarded by very stumpy, fat towers, and an Italianate collection of domes and spires clustered above the cathedral rising over a huddle of dark-red tiled roofs.

      From a distance, Mary thought it looked charming, and quite a suitable setting for a fairy-tale, and she was so busy admiring the picture it presented that it was a rude shock to find one detail of it suddenly and unexpectedly appearing at the carriage door—a French corporal, who bade them step down and present their passports.

      Since Mary usually dealt with such matters, she had taken to carrying all nine sets of papers in her capacious travelling-reticule, and, for the first time, this proved a disadvantage. The corporal in charge required her to point out to which individual each set of papers belonged, and he also wished to establish which of the gentry employed each of the servants. He seemed puzzled that Mary had no maid of her own, and that she and Mr Brown were not related to one another or to the Robbins.

      Eventually, however, he straightened all the papers into a neat bundle and tied them with a piece of string which an ordinary soldier quickly placed in the hand that he held out for it. ‘You may proceed to the inn which this man will show you,’ he said, indicating one of his soldiers.

      ‘Is it a good inn?’ Mary enquired.

      ‘It is the inn where you will stay until Captain Dufour decides what to do with you,’ was the ominous reply.

      Mary joined the others, who had returned to the berline, and passed this on.

      ‘And who is Captain Dufour?’ demanded Sir John. ‘I don’t care for the sound of this!’

      Their guide mounted the box beside William, and the two carriages rumbled through the gates into the town, then across the bridge to the older section, north of the river, winding slowly through busy, narrow streets between tall, shuttered houses and across squares enlivened by fountains. There were many French soldiers in the streets, both infantry and cavalry, and the travellers exchanged apprehensive glances.

      The inn was a large, rambling building with gables and chimneypots sprouting from its tiled roof. Their guide directed them through an archway, which seemed to be the only entrance, into a yard with stables and a coachhouse along two sides, and shuttered windows on the other two, with another row of windows above. Mary looked round at the blank windows and felt trapped, shut in. Her sensation of helplessness increased when two more soldiers closed the leaves of a wooden gate with iron spikes on the top across the entrance.

      A cheerful, red-cheeked man in shirt and breeches, topped by a large white apron, came out of the inn to greet them.

      ‘I’m Johann,’ he announced in French with a strong German accent. ‘Anything you want, call for Johann!’ He ushered them inside, sent a couple of menservants to unload their bags, and ostlers for the horses, punctuating his order with odd words of welcome in various languages, eventually returning to French to explain the situation.

      It appeared that the inn had been commandeered by the French to serve as a headquarters for the officer in charge of civilian movement in this part of the Helvetic Republic. He occupied one wing, with his men, and the other was used for travellers who, for one reason or another, could not be allowed to continue their journeys.

      ‘They mostly stay one or two nights, while the Captain sorts things out. Sometimes they have the wrong papers, or the wrong signatures, or maybe none at all,’ Johann explained. ‘The Captain is very efficient, and puts them straight as quick as he can, and then they can go on their way, or back where they came from, or… or… whatever…’

      The inconclusive conclusion of this speech made Mary give Johann a very sharp look. ‘What do you mean by “whatever”?’ she asked.

      ‘Well, there were three Englishmen a few days ago . . . young gentlemen. He sent them somewhere with an escort. . . into France, I believe. . .’

      ‘We’re English,’ Mary said nervously.

      ‘Er… yes… well, I don’t wish to alarm you... They were young, healthy gentlemen, of military age, you understand…’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Mary replied with more confidence than she felt. ‘Where may we find this Captain. . .?’

      ‘Dufour. He’ll send for you, Madame, when he’s ready. Meanwhile, would you care to order supper?’

      Mary consulted with Sir John, and supper was ordered, then a neat chambermaid showed them to their rooms, which were clean, but not very large, and overlooked the courtyard. Sir John asked for something larger, looking on the street, and was told, with many apologies, that the rooms looking on the street were kept locked, but a slightly larger room was found for him.

      Supper was served in a small breakfast-parlour, for which Johann apologised, explaining that there were two proper dining-rooms, but they were being used by the French soldiers. The English group perforce shared the room with a German family from Bavaria and three Swiss merchants, who were very indignant about their enforced stay and muttered among themselves in German all the time.

      Mr Brown said that they were complaining about having to satisfy French soldiers about their right to travel in their own country, and describing the First Consul in terms which Mr Brown would not care to apply to anyone, however tyrannical and misguided, but added that he had every sympathy for them otherwise, a sentiment to which the others subscribed, and showed it by smiling in friendly fashion at the aggrieved Swiss, who nodded back in a suspicious manner. Mr Brown also conversed with the Bavarians, and learned from them that Soleure, having for centuries been the residence of the French ambassador to the Cantons, had now become virtually the main garrison town of the French Army in the Republic. Mr Brown enquired why there was a French Army in the country at all, if it was supposed to be an independent republic, and the Bavarian gentleman replied that the First Consul thought it necessary to protect the new constitution which he had recently devised for the long-suffering Swiss.

      ‘There are about 800 French soldiers in the town,’ Mr Brown relayed to the others, ‘and our friends here think we were quite mad to enter this town at all! They say we should have gone straight to Bâle. We could have crossed the Aare at Wangen, where there are no French at all, and they say it is quite easy to slip across the frontier at Bâle!’

      ‘Why are they here, then?’ asked Sir John, sounding irritable. He was worried about their situation, and resented Mr Brown’s tone, which seemed to imply that it was Sir John’s fault that they had come to Soleure.

      Mr Brown embarked on further German conversation, and presently explained that the Bavarians had both family and business connections in the town, and were leaving in the morning, having received their passes from Captain Dufour just before supper. He was, they said, a very cold man.

      As soon as they had finished their meal, they hurried away to their rooms, pausing only for the mother to make a voluble speech to Lady Sarah, who understood not a word, and the father to shake hands with Sir John and Mr Brown, wagging his head and pursing his lips as if he feared the worst for them. He made a stiff, heel-clicking bow to the ladies, while his two little girls dropped neat curtseys.

      Mr Brown enquired of Johann, who spoke German as well as French, if there was a sitting-room available, but the innkeeper explained, with many expressions of regret, that the only sitting-room was in the possession of the French, and there was really nowhere for guests but this small parlour. The travellers perforce remained where they were, and, once the tables had been cleared, made themselves as comfortable as they could near the window, while the Swiss men sat round a small table in the far corner, heads together and muttering crossly among themselves.

      By nine o’clock, Sir John had grown very restive, and several times went to the door to put his head out and glare about the square hall outside—a pointless exercise, as there was no one about to see him, but at least it gave him the feeling that he was doing something.

      Lady Sarah produced a piece of embroidery and put in a few stitches, drawing the candles near her so that she could see, and thereby condemning Mary to outer twilight as she was sitting on the opposite side of the table. She had a book in her reticule, but could not see to read it without depriving Lady Sarah of the light.

      Mr Brown produced some paper and a pencil from his pocket and began to write a poem, leaning as close to the candles as Lady Sarah’s embroidery-bag would allow. At least, Mary judged that this was what he was doing, going by the long pauses for thought and the weighty sighs which punctuated the activity.

      ‘Who the devil does this Captain Dufour think he is?’ Sir John muttered irritably, prowling about the room. ‘If he doesn’t put in an appearance in the next quarterhour, I shall go to bed, and he may go hang!’

      About twenty minutes later, there was a peremptory knock at the door, followed by the entrance of a French soldier, who stated briefly that the English must come to the Captain. Sir John was clearly about to take exception to this, but Mary forestalled him by translating the message in politer terms, including some mention of ‘please’ and ‘if you would be so good’ and added on her own account that the sooner the interview was over, the sooner they might all retire.

      The door from the courtyard to the interior of the inn was set about half-way along the left-hand side as one stood with one’s back to the street. It opened into a square hall, with a tiled stove on one side and a staircase leading to the upper floor on the other. The supper-room door was near the foot of the stairs, with a curtained arch nearby which appeared to lead to the domestic quarters in the front of the building. Another arch on the opposite side led towards the back, and it was through this that the soldier led them, passing an open door, through which Mary caught a glimpse of a large room in which half a dozen soldiers were sitting about at their ease, reading or playing cards.

      They then traversed a short passage and rounded a corner into a longer one, which had windows onto the courtyard on the right, and two or three doors on the left. The soldier rapped on the first door, then opened it and stood back, gesturing to the four English people to go in.

      It was quite a large room, with a scrubbed board floor brightened by a few scattered rugs. A large open fireplace with neatly-stacked logs set ready for use occupied much of the wall to the right, and a big wooden dresser full of plates and dishes, apparently more for decoration than for use, faced it from the opposite wall. There were five or six plain wooden chairs standing about, larger high-backed wooden armchairs with patchwork cushions on either side of the hearth, and a sofa made of dark, heavy-looking wood, covered with crimson velvet stood diagonally to the left of the centre of the room, half-facing the most dominant feature, a large flat-topped desk
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