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DEDICATION

To the fifty-eight men transported from Quebec to New South Wales.
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Pierre-Hector Morin
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Pascal Pinsonnault

François-Xavier Prieur
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Joseph Roy dit Lapensée

Jean-Marie Thibert

Jean-Baptiste Trudelle

David-Drossin LeBlanc

François-Maurice Lepailleur

Moyse Longtin

Achille Morin

Benjamin Mott

André Papineau dit Montigny

Louis Pinsonnault

René Pinsonnault

François-Xavier Provost

Edouard-Pascal Rochon

Toussaint Rochon

Charles Roy dit Lapensée

Jean-Louis Thibert
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CHAPTER 1
AUSTRALIA, 1840

Early light softened the headlands, making them seem welcoming. As the HMS Swiftsail turned west, heading for a gap in the cliffs, its sails flapped, then bellied in the wind, and Sophie Mallory drummed her feet against the ship’s side in sheer excitement. Without anyone telling her, she knew this had to be the entrance to Sydney Harbour. It was the end of a long journey, and she craned forward for a better look, the wind whipping through her hair, blowing it every which way.

She’d worn a bonnet when she’d first come on deck half an hour ago. It had lasted for one, two minutes at the most, before the wind lifted it high into the masts, then out to sea. She’d made a face but hadn’t gone below for another hat. There was too much to see. Already on the voyage she had spotted one albatross, and several flying fishes, whales, porpoises, and dolphins. Just yesterday, one of the sailors had pointed to an island where bleached timbers stood together like sticks in a giant game of spillikins. Once it had been a ship like theirs, he informed them, but it had been shipwrecked, just two days out of Sydney.

Sophie had worried that something like that might happen to them. “Impossible,” the same sailor scoffed. “It’s the wrong season, the winds are wrong, and our captain is too smart.” That night, as part of the evening entertainment, some sailors had been allowed into the first-class lounge to sing sea shanties, and when they sang about being wrecked, Sophie prayed for safety.

Now, it couldn’t happen. Happily, she grabbed hold of the person beside her as the early sun shone gold against the cliffs. “We’re almost there. Almost there.”

“And not a moment too soon,” a deep voice answered.

Shocked, Sophie pulled her hand back. “Sorry, Mr. Tattersall. I thought you were Luc.”

“He was here, but he went to the other side. I was happy to take his place.”

That was typical Luc Morriset behaviour, Sophie thought. Always having to know and see as much as he could. She turned back to Mr. Tattersall and smiled, “Don’t you look fine.”

“Fine as five pence, I am.” He looked at his clothes and grinned. “I swear, I could not have worn my other clothes for one more day.”

Like everyone else on ship, Mr. Tattersall had brought along “ship’s clothes” for the five-month voyage from London to Sydney. In his case, however, it had been only one outfit, and it must have been ready for the scrap heap before the ship had left London. During the voyage, his clothes had deteriorated so badly that Sophie and Luc had begun to call him “Mr. All-Tatters” behind his back. This morning, however, he had dressed in his London best and would not have looked out of place making a morning call at Buckingham Palace. He had become Mr. Tattersall again.

Sophie’s own Sydney clothes were laid out for her in her state room in the stern of the ship, and she thought she had at least an hour to go before changing into them. In the meantime, she’d try to learn everything she could about Sydney, New South Wales.

“Do you have friends or family meeting you?” Mr. Tattersall asked.

She bit her lip, wondering how to answer such a simple question. Her beloved Papa was already in Sydney, but there was no chance he would meet the Swiftsail. “No,” she answered eventually. “Nobody from my family will meet us.”

Mr. Tattersall frowned and looked dissatisfied with her careful answer, but before he could get another question out, a body wriggled into the space between Sophie and Mr. Tattersall. Luc was half ready for Sydney. He had dressed in his good trousers, but still wore his old jacket and cap. Even so, he looked as handsome as ever. “It’s perfect,” he exclaimed, his brown eyes dancing. “I feel even more excited than I did when school ended last summer.”

“I’m more excited than I’ve ever been,” Sophie told him, laughing again as the wind tossed her curls.

“Lady Theo should be out here with us. It’s her adventure, as well.”

Lady Theodosia Thornleigh was their guardian. Two years earlier, she had left England to marry Benjamin, Sophie’s papa. Before their marriage could take place, however, she and Sophie became caught up in the rebellion in Lower Canada, and Papa had been charged with treason. Luc, although heavily involved himself, had saved Sophie. With his rebel half-brother Marc sentenced to death, Lady Theo assumed his guardianship, and later, when Papa and Marc Morriset were sent to Sydney as convicts, it made sense for the three companions to travel there to be as close to them as possible.

It should have been four. Hubert Thornleigh, the sixth Earl of Bentleigh, had objected strenuously when Lady Theo had told him her plans. It was beyond decency, he told her. A single woman could not gallivant around the world and remain “respectable” in the eyes of society. Sophie knew that Lady Theo had pointed out that her travels to date did not count as gallivanting, and she had heard Lady Theo tell the earl that she could not be blamed because a rebellion had wrecked her wedding plans. They’d argued for weeks, much to Sophie and Luc’s unhappiness. Eventually, the Earl relented, just as Lady Theo had promised he would. There was a condition, however. He had just learned that one of their most distant cousins had been widowed. According to him, Cousin Mary Vickery would make an ideal companion, and the trip to Australia would help her through the first stage of widowhood. He’d even pay her wages and her fare.

“I’ve never met her,” Lady Theo told Sophie and Luc. “But, if that’s Hubert’s price for his peace of mind, it’s fine with me. He’s probably right. The trip to Australia should take her mind off her troubles.”

It had been arranged for Cousin Mary to come to London in time to board the Swiftsail. However, although the captain delayed his departure for a couple of hours, she did not arrive. “It’s just us for the voyage,” Lady Theo had said when the ship set sail. “She’ll probably be on the ship after us, poor thing. Fancy going on such a long trip without knowing anyone. I’m glad we’ve got each other.”

So, it made sense for the three of them to see their new home together, and Lady Theo should certainly be on deck. “I’ll go get her,” Sophie offered, and she ran down the stairs to their room. The swinging mattresses, or hammocks, had been tidied away and the ship’s carpenter was unshackling the chests and boxes that had been bolted to the floor for the voyage. Their maids, Eloise and Maggie, snatched each box as it became loose and began packing the many little knick-knacks that had made the cabin seem like home.

“You’ve got to come on deck,” Sophie implored Lady Theo, who was busy sorting clothes into bundles. “It’s so beautiful.”

“I’ve seen beautiful before, child. I can wait.”

“You haven’t seen anything like this,” Sophie argued, tugging at one of Lady Theo’s hands. “I didn’t know the world could look like this.”

“Like what?”

“Magic. It’s a magical world. It’s green ….”

“Of course it is. It’s spring,” Lady Theo interrupted.

“Lady Theo! It’s different. The beaches are goldcoloured. The sand’s a gold-yellow. Pretty shrubs grow right down to the water’s edge, and everything looks clean. The air has to be different somehow, because things in the distance are clear. It’s not like London, where you can’t see the end of the block sometimes. It’s different,” she added, repeating herself. “Please come and see, Lady Theo.”

Lady Theo put one pile of clothes into one of the chests. “Well, if it’s that different, I must see it,” she said. “I’m sure Eloise can finish this.”

Once they reached deck, it seemed that everyone on board had crowded around the rails. Sophie could hear loud exclamations from the third-class passengers on the deck below them. The second-class area was also jammed, with people pointing to various things — a fishing boat there, an island here — as the Swiftsail sailed sedately down the harbour. Luc appeared out of nowhere and tugged them towards the railing. “Mr. Tattersall’s been helping me save space for you for ages. Make sure you thank him,” he ordered.

Sophie had no trouble thanking him and turned to look at the scenery again. Houses dotted the foreshore. Some were obviously the cottages of fishermen, judging from the boats beached in front of them. Others were beautiful white villas. Gardens and shrubs encircled all of them, no matter how poor- or rich-looking they appeared. Luc pointed to one of the villas. A sloop was docked in front of it, and a line of servants appeared to be stocking its galleys. “Do you think we could afford something like that?” he asked Lady Theo.

“We’ll see,” she said in the way adults have of not committing themselves. “Now, look at that.”

“That” was a flotilla of boats of all descriptions that suddenly buzzed the Swiftsail from all directions. Some were mere rowboats, others more substantial craft. People stood in them all, sometimes precariously, yelling names or holding up signs. “Harriet Delatree” read one; “James Tattersall” another.

“That’s me,” Mr. Tattersall said, and he abruptly left for a better vantage point.

One boat, powered by four oarsmen, seemed particularly aggressive. A man stood in the front wearing a hat with the words Sydney Herald painted on it. As he passed beneath Sophie, Lady Theo, and Luc, he yelled, “Papers for sale? Any newspapers? I’ll pay good money.”

Luc winked at Sophie, then shouted down, “How about the Montreal Herald?”

“Five shillings.”

“One Pound,” Luc called down.

“Done.”

Luc’s jaw dropped about an inch before he raced off to extract a paper from the stash he had brought for his brother. Lady Theo took Sophie’s elbow. “Come along, dear. It’s time to get into our finery, although it will be at least another hour before we can land.”

Sophie danced down the stairs to their cabin. Maggie had her brand-new Sydney clothes on a window seat. They were, of course, a London modiste’s best guess for the climate of New South Wales, and Sophie imagined they’d be too hot in a month or so. Nevertheless, she was delighted to wear something new. As far as she was concerned, her Swiftsail clothes could be dumped overboard.

Lady Theo had other ideas. She called to Eloise and Maggie. “You can have these. There are boats below offering to buy London clothes for the tailors and dressmakers here. Get Luc’s, as well, if he’s changed. Emphasize who made them. They should have heard of Madame Celeste. Make sure you bargain hard, Maggie, and get a good price. You can split the money between yourselves.”

The maids, overjoyed with their luck, set about finding every last item of clothing they could. After they had raced from the cabin, Lady Theo turned to Sophie. “You were right. Sydney does look magical. But don’t get your hopes too high. No matter how pretty is seems, this place is a prison. Sydney, the entire colony of New South Wales. It’s nothing but a prison.”

Sophie’s shoulders drooped. “I know. I’ll be careful. I won’t forget,” she whispered. “Let’s go back on deck. Please?”

They found almost all the passengers were in their Sydney finery, and their attention was divided between admiring each other and the passing scenery. Down below, people haggled over the old clothes, and Sophie saw Eloise gesticulating furiously. She smiled as she watched the negotiations. The man didn’t have a chance; she’d put her money on Eloise and Maggie to get every last penny possible. By the time she switched her attention back to the passing sights, she realized that the ship had slowed considerably. The harbour master and the government doctor had climbed on board — to check for diseases, according to Lady Theo. They said there hadn’t been any other ships for six weeks, hence the interest and frenzied activity around the Swiftsail. With everyone crowding the southern (or city) side of the ship, Sophie worked her way across to the northern side. Almost immediately she came back to drag Lady Theo across as well.

“Look,” she said, pointing to the sky. “You’re wrong. Sydney will be magical after all. It’s a sign.”

“It’s a rainbow, Sophie. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“It’s a symbol of hope. We’re going to love New South Wales,” Sophie retorted.

“We can love it,” Lady Theo said softly, “but we must still remember that it’s a prison. A beautiful, magical one, perhaps. Don’t ever forget that it’s a prison.”

“Oh, I don’t think we’ll have any problem forgetting that little fact,” Luc said as he suddenly appeared in front of them. “Come back to the other side. We’re about to tie up, but you have to see this.”

Half pulling, he led them back to the southern side. By now, they could see tall, elegant buildings that could have been found in any English city. Sydney’s streets looked wide and straight, not like the higgledy-piggledy mess Sophie had seen in parts of London. The dock where the ship would anchor was crowded with people wearing fashionable clothes.

“I didn’t realize it would be so big,” Lady Theo murmured. “It reminds me of Bristol.”

“Bristol doesn’t have those,” Sophie told her, pointing to a group of people who held hand-painted signs high in the air.

“Bristol doesn’t have these, either,” Luc interjected with a hard edge to his voice. “Look!”

To the side of the crowd, a group of men came into view and Sophie gasped in horror. They wore loose-fitting clothes with arrows stamped on them. Iron shackles chained them together as they shuffled along, pulling a cart. A man watched them carefully, and in front of her incredulous gaze, he raised a whip and cracked it across one of the convicts’ backs. “Oh, Papa,” she whispered. “If this is what it’s like, how soon can we get you out of here?”

“Don’t fret, Sophie. He’s far too smart to get himself forced into a chain gang,” Lady Theo said staunchly.

“Maybe he doesn’t have a choice,” Luc said bitterly. “After all, as you keep reminding us, it’s a prison.”

“Luc, stop it. Marc’s not there either. He can look after himself. You’ll see,” Lady Theo told him, putting her hand on his shoulder for a moment. “Now, let’s get ourselves ready for landing. Are you going to go first in the sling-chair, or should I?” She pointed to the contraption that slung passengers from the deck and deposited them on the dock.

“I’ll go first,” Sophie said.

“Me? I’m going down the rope ladder,” Luc announced, smiling at the thought. “See you on shore.”




CHAPTER 2

After Sophie landed on the dock, she stumbled when she tried to walk. “Now I know what they mean by land legs,” she laughed as she lurched again like a drunken sailor.

Lady Theo watched her efforts then took a few steps carefully. “Hurry up! I can see something that will inspire you. It’s the most beautiful sight I’ve seen all morning. Look!”

At the end of the dock, a splendid carriage drawn by four glossy chestnuts waited patiently. A liveried coachman sat high on his box, watching them. “It’s John Coachman,” Sophie shouted, skipping a few steps in delight. “And there’s Wynsham.”

Wynsham, their butler in Montreal, was striding towards them, resplendent in a frock coat and top hat. “My lady, Miss Sophie,” he greeted them after bowing formally. “What a pleasure. You’ve made excellent time.”

“The pleasure’s ours, Wynsham. It is so good to see you,” Lady Theo told him. “We had begun to think the Swiftsail would never get here.”

“Yet, it was the express ship,” Wynsham replied. “My journey took a little more than seven months.”

Sophie shuddered to think about seven long months spent in a ship’s cramped quarters. She would have wanted to jump overboard, but Lady Theo more than understood the reason for the lengthy voyage. “I’m grateful, Wynsham,” she said. “I assume all our horses are as well as these seem to be.”

“John Coachman exercised them every moment he could,” Wynsham answered. “Every time the ship stopped at a port, we let them run a little, and John babied them through the storms. I swear, those horses think they’re his children, and that when he talks, it’s only to them. I’ve never seen such devoted equines.”

“Not even at Astley’s Circus in London?” Luc asked, arriving in a rush. “It’s good to see you, Wynsham.”

“And you as well, Master Luc,” Wynsham answered, then slipped into his major-domo role. “My lady, allow me to escort you to the carriage. I’ve engaged two suites at the Royal Hotel. Now, if you’ll introduce me to Mrs. Vickery, we can leave.”

“Unfortunately, Wynsham, Mrs. Vickery is not with us. She missed the boat in London. She must have been detained by an accident or some other calamity,” Lady Theo told him.

Sophie hid her smile. Cousin Mary was a very sore topic for Lady Theo.

“I see,” Wynsham replied, sounding a little bewildered. “Well then, let’s get going. John will come back for Eloise and young Maggie. One thing first, though.” He stopped and waited until he had Luc’s attention. “It’s my duty to warn you: keep your eyes open and a hand on your possessions. The pickpockets here are better than any in London. They’ll steal anything that’s not nailed down. And, Master Luc, you keep your eyes skinned. You never know who you’ll see!”

“Papa?” Sophie broke in immediately. “Have you seen Papa?”

“Just last Sunday,” Wynsham replied to her surprise. “He sends his love. Of course, none of us had a firm idea when you would arrive. It will be a happy surprise for him.”

“Where is he, Wynsham? Is it easy to see him?” Lady Theo demanded as they walked towards the carriage.

“Yes and no. The best time is Sundays. I will explain it all later, at the hotel.”

“But …,” Sophie began.

“Later, Sophie. Just wait a little longer,” Lady Theo interrupted. “We don’t want to start and then stop again when we reach the hotel. That would be even more frustrating. Now, where’s Luc got to?”

Luc was already in the carriage chatting a mile a minute with John, who then drove them to the hotel. After Wynsham settled them into their suite of rooms, he and Lady Theo had a quiet conversation. At its end, Lady Theo nodded a couple of times. “I’m afraid I have to go out immediately,” she said, to Sophie’s dismay. “Wynsham has an important appointment this afternoon. Seeing that I’ve arrived, it’s best that I be there as well. Now, Sophie, promise me you won’t leave the hotel. Luc, I trust you to protect her.”

The Royal Hotel, on George Street near the General Post Office, was thought of as the best in Sydney. Golden sandstone columns supported its portico. Their rooms on the second storey opened onto a wide verandah overlooking the street. Sophie, however, wistfully compared it to Rascoe’s in Montreal and found it lacking. By Sydney’s standards the rooms were wellfurnished, but she’d been used to something better.

Certainly, she was used to better views. She could see many shops belonging to linen drapers and booksellers. Her overwhelming impression, however, was of an astonishing number of taverns and stores selling alcohol. Almost directly across from her room was the Black Boy Public House, and Long’s Spirit Store was next to it. In fact, if she craned her head, she could see more places for men to drink in than she’d ever seen in Montreal or London. She wondered if this was normal, and if so, how could any work get done?

“Sophie!” Luc’s shout broke into her thoughts as he rushed into her room. “Sophie! You’ll never, ever, guess who I just saw!”

Sophie was not pleased. First, Lady Theo had left for an appointment. Then, while she twiddled her thumbs counting liquor stores and pubs, Luc had, apparently, been off on an adventure. “Well, if I can’t guess, you’d better tell me,” she told him acerbically.

“Guess!”

“You left me alone. I don’t want to play guessing games. Either tell me or go away.”

“Soph, sorry. Of course I didn’t mean to leave you. But when I was changing my clothes, I looked out the window, and I was so excited, I just ran downstairs.”

“Who was it?”

“Marc!”

“That’s impossible.”

“No, truly. They light bonfires when they see a ship. He knew we were arriving any day, so when he saw the smoke, he tried to find out if we’d come. He followed the carriage and waited around outside the hotel, hoping to see one of us. It was pure luck that I happened to notice him.”

Sophie’s mind reeled at what Luc was saying. “He’s not in jail with the others?”

“Sort of. They’re all together in a place called Longbottom about seven miles to the west of here. It’s part farm, part jail. Anyway, Marc’s got a great job — he’s the messenger. He brings papers and letters into Sydney every day. As long as he doesn’t get into trouble, he can go almost anywhere.”

“Is he downstairs? Can he tell me about Papa?”

“No, and yes. He’s still got to wear the convict clothes with L.B. and arrows on them, so he can’t eat a meal here at the hotel. People would ask too many questions. In any case, he’s already started back for Longbottom. That’s what the L.B. stands for.”

“But what about Papa?”

“Marc thinks we might be able to see him tomorrow night. Not for certain. So don’t get your hopes up. There’s only a chance.”

“What about Papa? What does he do?”

“He’s in charge of the woodcutters. The men work from dawn to dusk. Then they’re shut into their huts and not supposed to go out again until the following morning. But some have an occasional beer at an inn called the Bath Arms, directly across the road from them. So, that’s Marc’s idea — to meet there. He’s going to talk to Mr. Mallory tonight and try to get a message to us tomorrow. We’ll need to dress differently, though.”

Sophie felt offended. “What’s the matter with my clothes? They’re brand new.”

Luc rolled his eyes. “You don’t want anyone to notice you, do you? You can’t go into a tavern dressed as though you were calling on the governor. Use your head. Convicts will be there, and goodness knows who else. We’ll need old, worn-out clothing.”

“You mean like our ship clothes?” Sophie pulled a face. “Should we try to get them back?”

“We won’t be able to afford them. Maggie and Eloise struck some hard bargains. No, we’ll have to find a second-hand store tomorrow and hope it has something.”

That made sense. Suddenly, Sophie wanted to run downstairs and start exploring the world of secondhand stores. Before she could act on the notion, there was a knock on the door, and one of the hotel’s maids entered and dropped a curtsy. “There’s a Mrs. Halladay downstairs to see you, Miss. She says she knows you from the boat.”

Sophie looked at Luc. “Halladay? There wasn’t anyone called that, was there?” Guarded by Lady Theo, she had met only the first-class passengers. Luc, however, had roamed the ship, making friends with everyone. If there had been a Mrs. Halladay, he would know her.

But he shook his head. “There was a Sam Hallett, but he wasn’t married. In any case, he’s only a little older than me.”

“You’re married, and you’re fifteen,” Sophie pointed out.

That was true, but, only to a certain extent. A year before Luc had married Sophie. It had been a last-ditch effort to stop her brothers from taking her away from Lady Theo and Montreal. In a desperate effort to give Sophie a legal guardian in Montreal, the fourteen-year-old Luc had married the then-twelve-year-old Sophie.

Sophie still had no idea if her marriage was still legal. In fact, she didn’t understand much about it at all. Her life hadn’t changed. Luc had no say in what she did. Truth to tell, he had little say in what he did either, for Lady Theo took her guardianship seriously. What she said determined what was done. Furthermore, Sophie was still Sophie Mallory, not Sophie Morriset. It said so on all the official papers. Lastly, she and Luc were the best of friends, not like married people who seemed to argue so much of the time.

“Miss?” the maid said. “What about Mrs. Halladay? Shall I show her up?”

Luc shrugged. “What do you say, Soph? Let’s find out who the lady is and what she wants from us.”




CHAPTER 3

“Waif” was the only word to describe Mrs. Halladay, Sophie thought. She seemed only a few years older than Sophie herself. A few inches shorter, she carried herself so proudly that she looked to be the same height. Her dress, while not made of the best fabric, was beautifully tailored. Its quality showed in every seam, and Sophie wondered why anyone would pay for such exquisite sewing but third-rate fabric.

Mrs. Halladay’s face looked so pinched and gaunt that Luc immediately ordered sandwiches and tea to be brought up. No matter how much she might try to hide it, she seemed on the brink of starvation.

She smiled her thanks to Luc as she walked across to Sophie. “It’s very kind of you to see me, Miss Thornleigh.”

Sophie looked at Luc. Now she knew that Mrs. Halladay hadn’t been on the Swiftsail, and was certain, furthermore, that Mrs. Halladay didn’t know her or Lady Theo. She wanted to ask her to leave, but curiosity took over. “You see us all at sixes and sevens,” she said, pointing to the partially unpacked boxes around the room. “Why did you ask to see me?”

“I won’t keep you long,” Mrs. Halladay said, staring at Sophie. “I’m an honest person, I am, and it’s hard to be that in this town. Hard to run an honest business, even harder to make your own way. Especially when you’re an ex-convict. But, Miss Thornleigh, if you would just allow me to sketch a couple of your dresses, I’d have the latest fashions in Sydney for girls your age. Lots of modistes have good ladies’ dresses, everything smack up to the nines. But I reckon that it’s hard to find good, fashionable clothing for young ladies. If I could offer that, I’d get established. Get my own shop. But I need to see the latest styles. If you would just let me sketch your dresses, I could make it worth your while. Not now, though. I’ll need every penny to buy the cloth. But in a month’s time? Say five pounds then for five minutes now?”

Sophie wondered where Lady Theo was, and what she’d make of this very strange proposition. She was about to send Mrs. Halladay packing when something in her eyes made Sophie change her mind. “Four dresses of mine as well as the one I have on,” she offered in a crisp, no-nonsense voice, “and, if my guardian’s clothes have arrived, I can let you see one of hers.”

“Sophie!” Luc exclaimed, sounding scandalized.

Sophie didn’t understand her decision herself. Rather than face Luc, she pulled four dresses from her travelling box, then went into Lady Theo’s room. When she explained her errand, Eloise, Lady Theo’s personal maid, looked as horrified as Luc. “Miss Sophie? What are you doing?”

Sophie insisted, and Eloise grudgingly carried one of Lady Theo’s everyday dresses into Sophie’s room. While Mrs. Halladay sketched its lines, she guarded the dress as jealously as a dog might its bone, every line of her body showing the outrage she felt as this slight against Lady Theo’s dignity. Sophie knew, as clearly as though Eloise had threatened it, that when Lady Theo arrived back from wherever she was, Eloise would be first in line to complain about this strange happening.

The plates of sandwiches and cakes arrived, together with a large pot of tea. Sophie made a production of pouring it for the three of them, then handed around the food. Mrs. Halladay stared at the delicate cucumber sandwiches as hungrily as the proverbial mouse eyeing a morsel of cheese. When she took one, she seemed to force herself to eat it slowly. Unobtrusively, Sophie put four more onto her plate before she helped herself. Luc took the rest and half the cakes. For a while, conversation ceased. Then Mrs. Halladay extracted a charcoal pencil and another sketchbook from her voluminous handbag and arranged one of Sophie’s dresses on the bed.

While she made detailed sketches, Sophie studied her carefully. Her clothes now made sense. The sewing in them was the best possible advertisement for the proposed shop. If she had only used the best fabric, any lady in London, even young Queen Victoria, would have been proud to have worn the dress.

Luc had obviously been thinking, too, while he demolished the sandwiches and cakes. “About those five pounds you’ve promised us, Mrs. Halladay ….”

The seamstress glanced at him immediately, a frightened look on her face. “I can’t pay more, sir.”

“No, it’s not that. I was wondering, though, if you would care to make a partial trade instead?”

“Miss? What’s he talking about? This dress is worth every penny of fifty pounds. I couldn’t take it.” Mrs. Halladay looked at the dress she was drawing, and Sophie could see how much she yearned to own it.

“And I couldn’t let you,” Sophie answered. “What are you talking about, Luc?”

“Mrs. Halladay, we need some old, broken-in clothes that workers might wear. Ones that won’t draw attention to us,” he said. “I thought you might be able to get some for us. You know all our sizes and you could probably get them more easily and discreetly than we could.”

“That’s a brilliant idea, Luc,” Sophie told him.

“I know just where I could get outfits for the three of you,” Mrs. Halladay broke in eagerly. “Don’t go telling me what you want them for. I don’t want to know. When would you want them by?”

“This time tomorrow?”

“I’ll have them here early tomorrow morning.”

She stopped and appeared to be calculating costs in her head. “Say, three complete outfits, no questions asked, and three pounds at the end of the month?”

“Outfits. Boots included,” said Luc.

Mrs. Halladay nodded.

“Done.” Sophie said decisively. “I’ll talk with my guardian. Maybe you could make me a dress in a very light material for the summer. I’ve a feeling these are too heavy. If she approves, you could make two or three more and we’ll pay you for them.”

The older girl’s face became radiant. “I’ll use the finest Indian voile, I will.” She scribbled her address on a sheet ripped from her sketchbook and took one last look at Sophie’s boxes of clothes. “When you outgrow these, would you sell them to me? Or even let me sketch them? You must know our fashions are always a year or so behind London’s. Some rags are worth their weight in gold.”

Sophie thought back to the frenzied auction on the harbour, and the huge smiles Eloise and Maggie wore. “I’ll ask Lady Thornleigh,” she said, suddenly becoming wary as she wondered what Lady Theo would think of this encounter. Had she been too reckless and trusting? After all, they had no guarantee that Mrs. Halladay would come back with the second-hand clothes, or, later, with the money.

“I’ll see you out,” Luc said, picking up on Sophie’s unease. “You can show me where your shop is. Just a moment, please.”

Sophie heard him asking Eloise to keep an eye on Sophie and thought he’d come back with Mrs. Halladay’s complete history. He’d probably chat with everyone he met on the way to her shop and back. He was a walking newspaper. His thirst for information was only rivalled by his knack of acquiring it.

After a half hour of tedium, Sophie was almost ready to escape Eloise’s eagle eye and do her own exploring. However, she well remembered the last time she had disobeyed her guardian’s instructions. She’d almost seen an execution. Still, it felt terrible to sit around with nothing to do. What was worse, her own maid, Maggie, hadn’t arrived from the ship. When she asked Eloise when she might expect her, she was told, “Maggie’s making sure that everything that’s packed in the hold reaches us. She has to climb down, mark our chests and boxes, and wait while the customs man clears them, then make sure they’re pulled out and put onto a cart. She’ll be hours yet.”

Just when Sophie felt like going crazy, Lady Theo returned. As Sophie had predicted earlier, Eloise met her at the top of the stairs in full outrage mode. The story of Mrs. Halladay’s visit was told in excruciating detail and the indignity suffered by having her see, much less sketch, the everyday dress of Lady Theo was explained again and again. Maybe Eloise’s theatrics saved Sophie from having to face the full extent of Lady Theo’s anger, but what she ended up facing was bad enough, because it wasn’t only that Mrs. Halladay had copied her gowns that incensed Lady Theo. The fact that Luc had wandered off again, after she had entrusted Sophie to him, only added fuel to her fury.

“When will you two ever learn?” she stormed. “I do not give orders for the sake of hearing my own voice. I tell you not to do certain things because I’m older and have seen more of this world’s dangers than either of you. You must be more careful. This is not London, Sophie. Or even Montreal. We don’t know where it’s safe yet. We have no friends willing to help us out in dire circumstances. Your father is a convict. The lowest of the low. The fact that I’m an earl’s daughter and sister to the current Earl of Bentleigh is not going to help us in certain situations. This was exactly what I needed Cousin Mary for. She would have told you it was inappropriate.” She sighed and seemed to droop, as if suddenly the family’s burdens were too heavy.

“I didn’t go out, Lady Theo. I did obey you,” Sophie tried to reassure her. When Lady Theo’s eyes softened a little, she went on. “You didn’t say anything about Mrs. Halladay, and I had to decide. I think, though, you would have done the same thing if you had seen her. She looks like she’s only sixteen or seventeen, and starving. She’s proud as well. She made a point of not finishing her last sandwich and kept insisting that she would pay us. Ask Eloise about her stitchery. Even she cannot sew as well.”

“So she admitted,” Lady Theo nodded. “Now, let’s forget Mrs. Halladay for a while. I have some news. While Eloise gets me out of these boots and helps me change, would you order some tea and a few sandwiches? I’ve much to tell.”

“About Papa?”

Lady Theo sighed with relief when Eloise eased one of her boots off. She fanned herself vigorously and rubbed a hand over her face. “Yes, about Benjamin. Now, Sophie, I’m tired and hot. Some tea, please?”

Sophie smiled as she left to arrange for the tea. At last she’d know something before Luc did.
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