
[image: Cover]


Table of Contents

Previous Titles by Rosalind Laker from Severn House

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

  
Previous Titles by Rosalind Laker from Severn House

THE FRAGILE HOUR

THE SEVENTEENTH STAIR

TO LOVE A STRANGER


NEW WORLD, NEW LOVE

Rosalind Laker

[image: logo missing]


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

 

 

First published in Great Britain 2002 by

SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS LTD of

9–15 High Street, Sutton, Surrey, England, SM1 1DF.

First published in the USA 2003 by

SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS of

110 East 59th Street, New York, N.Y. 10022

Copyright © 2002 by Rosalind Laker.

This eBook edition first published in 2012 by Severn Select an imprint of Severn House Publishers Limited

The right of Rosalind Laker to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Laker,   Rosalind,   1925-

New world,  new love

1. French  -  New York  (State)  -  New York  -  Fiction

2. Love stories

I. Title  

823.9’14[F]

ISBN-13: 978-0-7278-5911-2

ISBN-13: 978-1-4483-0061-7 (epub)

Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

This ebook produced by

Palimpsest Book Production Limited,

Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.

  
To Mary and Richard for friendship
and all the laughter


One

It was a crisp and golden New York morning in early spring. Daniel Lombard would always remember it as the day he saw the Frenchwoman for the first time. He had come out of the mercantile office on an East River wharf, his business completed, and was lingering on the steps when he saw her.

Maybe it was her wide-brimmed yellow hat, bright as a little sun, which had first caught his eye and caused him to focus on the curiously haunting beauty of her oval face. She was among the passengers clustered along the bulwark of the newly arrived tall-masted American ship, the Ocean Maid, all taking in the busy scene below while waiting to disembark.

There was much to see. Wagons and carts and carriages coming and going, stevedores rolling hogsheads of wine, shifting cargo or loading the noisy, clanking cranes. Everywhere passengers were arriving and departing, many trailing porters in their wake. Prevailing over all was that peculiar dockside odour blended of tarry ropes, spices from the Dutch East Indies, stale fish, sacks of corn and salt-encrusted timbers.

Earlier, through the window of the mercantile office, Daniel had seen the customs officers and other officials going aboard. Being an importer of silks, he was always interested in ships, and he had asked a clerk where the Ocean Maid had been on her voyage.

‘She’s home at last after lying in embargo for several months with other of our ships at the French port of Bordeaux, Mr Lombard,’ the young man had replied. ‘All because of an upstart ruling by that unpredictable Revolutionary government there! Now at last Captain Hooper has been allowed to return home and has brought with him an assortment of people escaping the guillotine. That Revolution is nothing more than a bloodbath now. New York is flooded with these émigrés. Some have started up their own businesses and they even print their own newspaper in French.’

Daniel knew from his sister’s letters that it was the same in Charleston and he shared her compassion for these unfortunate people. After all, as she had written, their own French Huguenot ancestors had been forced to flee to the New World to escape religious persecution little more than a century ago and now for another reason a similar desperate flight from France was happening all over again.

‘Are there many of these émigrés in Boston where you live, sir?’ the clerk asked.

‘Not compared with the number of those arriving here.’

‘You’ll soon see a crowd collect,’ the clerk continued. ‘As word spreads that there’s a ship in from France, émigrés already here come rushing to the quayside in the hope of finding people they know on board or, at the very least, news of family and friends.’

The clerk’s words had proved right. Quite a little crowd was gathering on the wharf, all shouting up to those on board, and more were clustered around the foot of the gangway to question those stepping ashore. Daniel strolled forward, tall and broad-shouldered, his gaze still fixed on the Frenchwoman, and came to a halt at the back of the crowd.

He was a striking-looking man, not conventionally handsome, but his face was strong-featured, the nose chiselled, the black brows straight over sharply intelligent grey eyes, and he had a wide, well-shaped mouth that was warmly sensual. Twenty-eight years old, he had the easy, self-assured air that comes from success and position. Having long been exasperated by the fashion of wigs and powdered hair, he wore his black hair groomed in the latest short, brushed-forward style. He also favoured the new, highly fashionable slim-cut coat worn with tight doeskin pantaloons and high polished boots instead of knee breeches and buckled shoes, which fashionable men had reserved for evening attire. His top hat had the high, narrowing crown and the slightly curving brim that made all other headgear appear thoroughly outdated.

On board, Louise de Vailly was unaware of being studied. Holding her hat brim between her thumb and index finger, she shook her head regretfully at those calling up to her, being unable to give any of them the information they required. In the crowd some of the women were weeping in disappointment. Then Louise felt an impatient tug on her sleeve from her fifteen-year-old sister.

‘Come along, Louise. I want to get off this horrible ship and you’re missing our turn at the gangway.’

‘Yes, I’ll be glad to get ashore too, Delphine.’

It had been a hard voyage lasting the customary six weeks with overcrowded quarters and extremely rough weather. There had also been very little food, which had been no fault of the captain, for the Revolution had resulted in widespread famine in France and he had had great difficulty in getting any supplies. Louise picked up her bundle of belongings, which was all she had been able to bring away with her, and followed her sister, similarly burdened, who set off ahead of her down the gangway.

Daniel had a better view of the newcomer now. She had the finely moulded facial bones of the well-bred Frenchwoman, her complexion devoid of the thick cosmetics that many of the aristocratic émigrés, men and women, continued to use as if still at the Palace of Versailles. Instead her skin had a healthy tint from the ocean air and seemed to glow. Her green eyes were large and long-lashed and her luxuriant hair a rich chestnut. She held her head high, her chin tilted, and he had the impression that whatever hardships and terrors she had endured in the past her courage was not diminished and she was prepared to face whatever this new country held in store for her.

Around her long throat was a scarlet ribbon, symbolic of the cut made by the guillotine’s blade. He had seen that worn by other émigrés, both as a sign of having been bereaved by the guillotine and as a mark of respect for the victims. As her gown and cloak were black and in spite of the cheerful sunshine colour of her hat, which she had tried to sober down with black ribbons, he judged her loss to have been personal.

Louise was halfway down the gangway when the heel of her shoe slipped and she grabbed at the side-rope to steady herself. Instantly her hat, released from her hold, was snatched away by the wind and went sailing off into the air.

‘Oh!’ She made a vain attempt to catch it. Then to her relief she saw it make a full circuit over the water and with a swirl of ribbons land some distance away on the cobbles of the wharf. An urchin ran to snatch it up just before the wheels of a wagon rolled over it.

She stepped ashore to a barrage of fresh questions from those waiting, some delivered in a hostile manner from fellow countrymen and women not of the nobility, but who could tell that she was from her speech. She knew only too well from similar encounters on board how angry and resentful many hard-working, previously loyal people had become towards the aristocracy, whom they blamed rightly but indiscriminately for being the cause of the Revolution. Privately she sympathized with them. They had had to flee for their lives too, and she knew herself how agonizing it was to leave one’s homeland when it was not by choice.

It took time before she was able to make her way through to where her sister was waiting for her, the errant hat in hand. There was no sign of the boy.

‘Here you are, Louise.’ Delphine, whose own pale straw hat had been fastened all the time by a flattering bow under her chin, handed it over to her. ‘The little thief was about to run off with it, but that gentleman stopped him.’ She indicated Daniel with a smiling nod. He had drawn away, but had paused to look back at them. ‘He speaks excellent French and we had a useful little chat. He warned me that we should watch out for thieves and charlatans of every kind.’

Louise inclined her head towards him. ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said appreciatively in English.

‘My pleasure, ma’am.’ His voice was deep and articulate.

Briefly she felt herself held by the intensity of his penetrating gaze before he raised his grey top hat and continued on his way.

She turned back to her sister and spoke briskly. ‘That should be a good omen! A kind act from an American citizen as soon as we land. Now let’s go.’

After putting on her hat again, she heaved her bundle more securely on to her arm and they set off along the busy wharf. Ahead a cart was being stacked with bulging white canvas sacks, but suddenly some began to slide off again. There were shouts of alarm as one burst asunder on the cobbles, spilling nutmegs everywhere in a wafting wave of their fragrance. The carter and stevedores and bystanders rushed to gather them up, for their value on the market was tremendous and quite a few went unseen into pockets. The sisters had to skip and skirt the rolling nutmegs before they reached some hackney carriages. Most had already been taken and were on the move, but they managed to secure one just in time.

As soon as they were seated Louise gave the coachman an address she had been given by Captain Hooper during the voyage. When writing it down for her, he had pointed out that it was some time since he was last in New York, but it was a respectable lodging house and he saw no reason why it should have closed in his absence.

In all, he had been helpful to his passengers. She knew he had been aware of not paying her nearly enough for the pearl earbobs she had sold him, but the transaction had supplied her with necessary currency. Not only did she have dollars in her purse now, but also some English golden guineas. They were still legal tender in America even though now in 1794 it was nearly eleven years since the last of the British troops had left the country’s newly independent soil.

Captain Hooper had also chosen not to question the travelling papers that she and Delphine had presented upon boarding his ship, for he must have guessed that they were of dubious origin. Again, when he had seen that a French warship was coming alongside not long after the Ocean Maid had set sail, he had taken the precaution of sending all his French passengers below and replied to the shouted demand that he only had Americans on board. For all that, Louise knew she would always be grateful.

As the dock gates were left behind, Delphine could hardly sit still in her excitement. ‘Now we’re really here, Louise! Isn’t it wonderful to know we’re safe at last?’

Louise agreed, her feelings running deep, and momentarily she had to fight against the dark shadows of the past before casting a thoughtful glance at her sister. Delphine had had a bleak time of it in recent years and had missed all the pleasures that would have been hers if circumstances and the terrible Revolution had not changed the whole course of their lives. Louise hoped to find ways to make it up to her in time to come, although not with too much indulgence, hard as that might be, for Delphine with her volatile nature could be headstrong and foolish at times.

Yet weighing against that was the courage the girl had shown during the long months they had been in hiding from the revolutionaries and again during their desperate escape. There was also her warm heart and her deep need to be loved at all times. Louise knew she was her sister’s only anchor. For herself she had only one overwhelming resolve in this new country, which was that never again would she allow anyone or anything to take her freedom from her.

At first the district beyond New York’s harbour was mainly industrial with factories and workshops, tanneries and slaughterhouses, smithies noisy with ringing blows on anvils, whirring machinery and shouting workmen, some of whom were emerging raucously from one of the many taverns. But before long, after the carriage had passed an old fort in the distance that was flying the Stars and Stripes, the city opened up into streets lined with trees, some still not in bud, others tinted with fresh young green. Some of the houses were of wood, but most were in grey stone or russet-red brick. Now and again there would be a row of tall, narrow houses with interesting gables that hugged each other as if there was no room to spare. Louise guessed these had been built at the time when the Dutch had dominated the city they had called New Amsterdam.

On all sides there was traffic, every kind of vehicle on wheels from the elegant to the humble and any number of riders on horseback. The sparkling air seemed vibrant with prosperity and opportunity. Louise drew a deep breath in anticipation of the future.

Both sisters took eager notice of the fashions. It was a long time since they had seen so many well-dressed people, although as in any city there were the poor as well as the beggars in rags to be seen. Most of the women’s skirts were still full over petticoats, although there was a definite trend towards a slimmer line with those more aware of fashion. The majority of men were wearing tricorne hats and flared jackets with their knee breeches, as had been worn for many years, but here and there were those who had taken to the new style of well-cut coat with tight pantaloons that had suited so well the stranger on the wharf.

Now and again Delphine inhaled deeply the aromas that drifted from street stalls where hot snacks were being sold, the traders shouting encouragement to buy.

‘How delicious!’ she exclaimed ecstatically. ‘I’d forgotten there was still good food in the world.’ She had spoken in English and her command of it was fluent, Louise having coached her daily when they were in hiding and again on the voyage. As the coachman took them into a long wide street, she leaned forward to question him. ‘Where are we now?’

He looked back over his shoulder at her, his ruddy face creasing against his high collar. ‘This is Lower Broadway. You have to be in the money to live here.’

Delphine almost sprang out of her seat as she looked eagerly from side to side. ‘This is where Maman’s cousin lives! I wonder which house it is.’

Louise wondered too as she viewed the large mansions. All of them had gleaming windows and recessed entrances with well-polished brass doorknockers or bell-pulls. She had the address tucked in with her belongings and would look at it later. She had been a child when a quiet young man from the New World, named Theodore Bradshaw, had swept Cousin Madeleine so completely off her feet. It had been a surprise to everyone, for she had had so many suitors whom she had refused. Although the couple had toured Italy and Greece to view the antiquities for a year after the wedding, he had eventually taken her home to New York.

Soon along this splendid street, as in the other streets they had passed through, there were many shops and coffee houses, establishments for chocolate drinking as well as reading rooms, bookshops, taverns, pastry cooks and jewellers. Here and there were stables and harness makers. Brass plaques on some of the fine buildings indicated the presence of lawyers, insurers and bankers. Louise spotted a library and promised herself a visit. She was interested to see that although all the shops had brightly painted trade signs extending over their doors, not all displayed their wares in the windows as in Paris and also in London. She mentioned it to Delphine, whose quick reply was sharp-edged.

‘You forget I know nothing of that! I never had the chance to visit Tante Violette in England after she married there. You were the one privileged to dance about in London, Paris and Versailles. I was always at home.’ Then she forgot old grievances at the sight of a particularly fashionable woman getting into a carriage. ‘Oh, look! Her coat is apricot silk and there are matching plumes on her hat!’ She turned eagerly to Louise. ‘When shall we have something new to wear?’

‘We’ll see about it tomorrow,’ Louise promised willingly. Except for the gowns they were wearing, which had been kept for this day of arrival, the few garments they had with them had suffered through being washed in buckets of sea water. As soon as they had an outfit each in which to present themselves to prospective employers, she would find work for herself and a suitable place for Delphine. She was lucky in having her jewellery still in her possession and a piece could be sold when money was needed. She also had in her safekeeping a few fine pieces that Delphine had inherited but she was determined that these should never be sold. It was her fervent hope that with better times her sister would be able to wear them, which was something she had never had the chance to do at home.

As Delphine continued to chatter happily like a child about all she was seeing, Louise smiled, pleased to see her sister so merry after all they had been through together. Although thin from their recent poor diet – Louise was aware of her own gown loose on her – Delphine was still exceptionally lovely with her piquant, almost elfin looks and her curling, copper-red hair inherited from their late mother.

The carriage turned into a narrow side street and Delphine’s exuberance waned as it drew up outside a moderately sized, tawny brick house, the woodwork in need of a coat of paint.

‘Do we really have to stay here?’ she protested sulkily. But Louise was already getting out of the carriage. The door was opened by a plump, middle-aged woman, a white frilled cap on her tightly curled grey hair.

‘Good morning, Mrs Ford.’ Louise handed over a message that Captain Hooper had written for the woman. ‘We have just landed in New York from the Ocean Maid. Captain Hooper suggested we should seek accommodation here.’

‘Oh, he’s in port again, is he?’ She read the message through before regarding the sisters on her doorstep with narrowed, assessing eyes. ‘You both speak English? Good! He has remembered that I don’t deal with folk who can’t understand me.’ Her glance swept Louise up and down. ‘You’re a widow, ma’am?’ She paused before attempting Louise’s surname. ‘De Vailly? Is that right? And you’re with your sister?’ Her glance went to Delphine. ‘Miss de Montier?’

‘That’s correct,’ Louise replied.

‘Well, I’ve only one room left, but it should suit you.’ She led the way upstairs. There was a reassuringly clean aroma of beeswax and newly washed floors.

The room shown to them was small but adequately furnished. Louise paid two weeks’ rent in advance as requested. In turn Mrs Ford offered the use of the laundry tub in the basement and, for a little more money, hot water in the bathhouse. The sisters accepted eagerly the chance to bathe away the effects of their voyage. Afterwards Mrs Ford had ready for them a simple meal of cold ham and other meats with salad and crusty bread. Neither Louise nor Delphine in their hunger could remember enjoying food more.

When they went upstairs again to their room Delphine thumped herself down on the edge of the bed as she took up her protest once more. ‘This accommodation is so cramped! I still don’t see why we couldn’t have gone straight to Cousin Madeleine instead of coming here.’

Louise shook her head firmly. ‘Not until we’ve established ourselves with our own apartment and full-time work. We’re not going to be a burden to anyone, even though I know she would welcome us gladly for our own and Maman’s sake.’

Delphine sighed at her sister’s attitude, but said no more. She made up her mind to call on their first cousin once removed by herself if circumstances became intolerable. She’d endured enough hardship and privation to last a lifetime and wasn’t going to prolong it unnecessarily if an opportunity was there for the taking.

Louise was eager to get her bearings and, after getting directions from Mrs Ford, she and Delphine went out into the city. Their first call was at a banking house, recommended by Captain Hooper, where she deposited her jewellery in a box for safe keeping. The banker himself was able to advise her as to which jeweller would give her a fair price whenever she should wish to sell a piece. Afterwards they explored a little, walked as far as Trinity Church and sat for a while in a park, watching the New Yorkers go by. On the way back to the lodging house they passed the Tammany Museum, where a notice outside announced its latest attraction, a full-sized replica of the guillotine complete with a decapitated wax victim. Both sisters shuddered and hurried by. In the next street Louise bought two newspapers, a New York edition and another printed in French.

When Delphine was in bed and asleep Louise sat down to read the newspapers by candlelight, trying not to disturb Delphine’s sleep by rustling them when she turned a page. In the American edition there was news of the war in Europe, for after the universal horror at the regicide of Louis XIV at the guillotine, the British and their Allies had taken up arms against France. There was also a section that listed work vacancies and another that advertised the skills of those looking for work.

She encircled three adverts that looked promising. Although she had learned in conversation with Mrs Ford that most émigrés were making use of whatever talents they possessed, she still was amazed when she read the advertisements put in by her fellow aristocrats, in which they offered their individual skills. The men had become dancing masters, riding and fencing and archery instructors, gardeners and teachers of mathematics and various languages. As for the women, they were now seamstresses, embroiderers, makers of beauty preparations, wig-dressers, weavers of fine ribbons and, like some of the men, singing and music teachers.

Louise knew from many of the noble names that in the past they would have been waited on hand and foot by a horde of servants, never having to reach for a fan or even put on their own shoes. She admired them for their efforts in new and difficult circumstances.

Turning to the French newspaper, she caught her breath at the list of those at home in France who had most recently gone to the guillotine under the Reign of Terror, as the latest wave of savage murder was called, instigated by the tyrant Robespierre. It was in just such a list that she had found the name of her own husband and, only a matter of days before, that of an uncle, three cousins of whom she had been extremely fond and several close friends. Through the slowness of travel the list she was reading now was already old news and many more names would have been added to it by now.

She put both newspapers aside and gazed unseeingly down into the moonlit street below. At least her parents, although they had both died far too young and tragically, had been spared such an horrific fate, her mother in giving birth to Delphine and her father five years later through a riding accident. That was when she was fifteen, so her father’s only brother became her and Delphine’s guardian.

Count Henri de Montier was a stern, well-intentioned man, long-established at the court of Versailles, who enjoyed an extravagant lifestyle such as had never appealed to their father. He was a widower with no children of his own, but had made up his mind unyieldingly how to deal with his two new charges. He had arrived at their home, the Château de Montier, in time for the funeral and afterwards talked to Louise on her own.

‘I’m taking you back to Versailles with me. Your father has provided you and your sister with large dowries and neither of you will have any difficulty in making a good marriage when the time comes. You are also an heiress in your own right, Louise. Your father’s hobby of studying those ancient law books from your great-grandfather’s collection, which I remember filled many shelves in this château’s library, enabled him to invoke an old law in his will. It ensures that this property and rich estate will always be yours and never your husband’s unless you should choose to sign it over to him. We shall leave here tomorrow.’

At any other time Louise would have been overjoyed at the prospect of balls and parties and entertainments presided over by the lovely Queen Marie Antoinette herself, but she was presently too steeped in grief at losing her father.

‘Not yet, Oncle,’ she said haltingly, her throat still sob-strained, her handkerchief tear-sodden in the pocket of her skirt. ‘In a while, but not yet. In any case, Delphine is only five. She wouldn’t like to be away from home in strange surroundings.’

Although Louise had been only ten herself when their mother had died, she had become instantly protective towards her newborn sister and that had never changed. Her uncle gave an impatient snort.

‘Don’t talk nonsense, girl. Delphine will stay on here with her nurse until she is of marriageable age, as you are now. The present châtelaine is running the household efficiently and your late father’s bailiff has kept the estate in good order. However, I shall send a bailiff of my own to take full charge of the land, a capable man by the name of Jacques Droux. We don’t want the peasants taking advantage of your father’s demise to become lax in their toil. In fact, to my mind, he was far too easy on them.’

Louise had been looking down at her hands in her lap, clasping them tightly. Now she raised her head, steely determination in her clear green eyes.

‘I’ll not go anywhere without Delphine!’

The count remained unmoved. He knew how to crush rebellion, whether in a horse or a woman. ‘If you do not agree to do as I say, I shall put you in one convent and Delphine in another. Is that what you’d prefer? I’ll not ask you again.’

It broke her. She could never let her sister go among strangers on her own and this man’s will was of iron. Her parting with Delphine had been agonizing. The child had wept and screamed and clung to her. Louise, also in tears, had tried to comfort her.

‘I’ll do everything I can to bring us together again soon. And I’ll write often. You’ll write to me too, won’t you?’

Her last view of her sister that day had been of her breaking free of her nurse to run after the coach, her face tear-streaked and her arms outstretched.

Louise sighed at the memory. Now they were both in an alien land and all they had known lost for ever. In that moment she felt a terrible upsurge of homesickness for the contented days at their country château, before she ever left for Versailles – in those years before France descended into chaos.

Before undressing, she took off the scarlet ribbon from around her neck. Another widow on the ship had given it to her, but she would not wear it again. Neither would she use her title any more, which was why she had not given it with her name to Mrs Ford, for it belonged to the past, together with private and agonizing memories of rape, brutality and deceit that she had been forced to endure. As for her wedding ring, that had gone long since in desperate circumstances, and it was her mother’s that she wore.

She had also finished with mourning black. Nothing could ever make her forget those dear to her who had gone, but for Delphine’s sake she had to make tomorrow a new beginning and the way to more secure times.


Two

Before breakfast next morning Louise had decided against the employment vacancies that previously had most interested her. One had been for a hairdresser – and she was deft at dressing her own hair and her sister’s rebellious curls – the second a post for a governess and the third that of a housekeeper. But she had come to the conclusion that it would not be wise to work away from Delphine for the time being and they must find employment under the same roof.

Since her escape from France, Louise had held no false pride about the status of whatever work she might have to take, but she wanted employment that would interest her. If it should be in a trade that she could learn to master, there would be possibilities for advancement. She realized that opportunities for an ambitious woman were as limited in this country as they would be anywhere else in the civilized world, but she intended to keep her eyes and ears open for any chance that came along. As for Delphine, her oft-stated aim was to make a good marriage with a rich man, but that was no more than a dream in their present circumstances.

After breakfast Louise returned to their room with borrowed pen and ink and a stick of red sealing wax to write a letter to their aunt in England, leaving her sister chatting to Mrs Ford downstairs. She sat down at the little table and began to write. Violette, her late father’s sister, had married an Englishman over thirty years ago and Louise had visited them in London during the early years of her marriage to Fernand de Vailly. He’d let her go on her own, having no interest in going himself, and she’d had a happy, carefree visit that stood out in her memory. She knew that Violette would be bitterly disappointed that she and Delphine had not sought refuge with her, but this letter would explain the circumstances.

When Louise eventually put down her pen she sealed the letter using her own seal with its family crest, one of the few things she had been able to bring with her from home. She was glad to be on her own for a little while. As she had written to Violette, when planning their escape from France, she had expected that they would get across the Channel to England by fishing boat as so many other émigrés had done, but fate had intervened and brought them to the other side of the world instead.

Her thoughts ran back to the day at Versailles when that great angry mob had come from Paris to swarm through the palace gates. Just before they had broken into the palace itself and had come roaring for blood up the staircase, she and some other ladies of the court had been elsewhere in the great palace and were cut off from the royal family’s presence. They could do nothing but wait in an agony of suspense until their worst fears were realized. Through a window they glimpsed that hideous procession as the King and Queen and their children had been taken off to Paris, the heads of loyal soldiers carried triumphantly on pikes ahead of their coach like banners.

It had been a signal for many aristocrats to get over the borders into neighbouring countries without delay, for nobody knew what would be happening next, but her one thought had been to get home to her sister. It had been a hazardous journey made in a working woman’s clothes that a maidservant had found for her. She had set off on a horse from the palace stables, but it was stolen one night while she slept under a tree. All the time, she avoided entering any taverns or hostelries, fearful that she might be spotted as a noblewoman and murdered by peasants fired up by the Revolution. Her money soon ran out as suspicious farming folk charged her exorbitantly for whatever food they could spare. Eventually she arrived home on an old nag for which she had exchanged her wedding ring. In spite of her bedraggled appearance Delphine had recognized her from a window and come running joyfully to meet her.

The countryside around was quiet enough at the time, but there was a change in the atmosphere. When she rode around the estate the morning after her homecoming the peasants, some of whom she had known all her life, barely answered her when she spoke to them and looked away when they saw her riding nearby. Only Pierre, the former bailiff, a conscientious fair-minded man, was the same as he had always been towards her, knowing it was no fault of hers that he had lost his authority to the bailiff, whom her uncle had installed over him. Delphine had written that the workers had come to hate the ruthless intruder, who had cut their wages and brought them close to starvation, but those letters had been intercepted and Louise had never received them.

‘I thought you didn’t care,’ Delphine said, ‘because you never commented on what I’d told you in your letters to me.’

Louise shook her head despairingly, still shocked at learning that Jacques Droux had been stabbed to death with a pitchfork only days before her return. ‘Naturally you would have assumed that was the case, just as you thought I didn’t want to see you when I never came home after those first early visits. But I will try to put things right.’

She had reinstated Pierre immediately and restored the workers’ wages to the previous level. The accounts had shown her that the murdered bailiff must have pocketed the difference taken from them, for there was no record of the pay cut in the books. She had hoped by her actions to undo the damage done in her absence, but years of brutal treatment had taken its toll on her estate. The seeds of the Revolution had already been deeply sown in the small corner of France that meant so much to her.

With a sigh, Louise rose from her chair, took her cloak and hat from a peg, Delphine’s as well, and went downstairs with her letter. Their first call was to the post office, where Louise sent her letter on its way. Even if Violette replied by return it would be many weeks before she could hope for its arrival.

By the end of the first week in their new land they had explored the city extensively. Louise treated this time as a vacation before starting work, during which they bought fabric from one of the city’s markets, and made themselves new gowns. Louise also altered the black silk gown in which she had landed, adding a row of small scarlet bows down the front of the bodice and using braid in the same bright hue around the neck and sleeves, finally banishing its mourning look. They also retrimmed their hats with roses, which they had made themselves out of coloured ribbons. Later they would have new headgear as well, but Louise considered that would be an extravagance for the time being. In any case she liked her yellow hat, which Delphine had made for her when they were hiding from the revolutionaries, even though its over-bright colour was due to a misjudgement of the amount of natural dye required.

They had one frightening experience when they emerged from a shop on Pearl Street to see an advancing procession of shouting demonstrators swarming towards them with banners, the Tricolour and the Stars and Stripes held high and fluttering side by side. Nearly all were wearing the scarlet Phrygian caps that had come to symbolize the Revolution to Frenchmen and foreigners alike. Delphine cowered back, terrified of being seized, and instinctively Louise put her arms around her. An elderly man, standing nearby, noticed and guessed their nationality.

‘There’s no need to be afraid, ladies,’ he said reassuringly to them. ‘This is just a band of hotheads who want President Washington to go to war on the side of France against Britain and her allies. They argue that the French helped us during our revolution, but they forget we weren’t murdering our own people.’

‘Is the President considering aid?’ Louise asked in surprise.

‘It’s my guess that he won’t. He has enough to do building up this new nation of ours. Tomorrow you’ll probably see another demonstration against supporting France. We like to air our opinions in this country. It’s what freedom is all about, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, indeed,’ Louise agreed firmly, thinking that nobody held to the principles of freedom more than she did herself. She continued to keep her nervous sister close to her until the marchers had gone by, although none had looked in their direction. It was the first of many similar demonstrations they were to see, but neither was alarmed by them again.

After several days of walking about the city to apply in vain for work together, it was Louise’s yellow hat that eventually gained employment for her and Delphine on Broad Street with a milliner named Miss Sullivan. A sharp-faced businesswoman with elaborately dressed fair hair, she eyed Louise up and down, knowing French chic when she saw it. But it was the hat that intrigued her.

‘I notice that the straw of your hat is plaited in a most unusual way,’ she said, trying not too show too keen an interest. ‘May I examine it more closely?’ She held out a hand, expecting it to be removed for her inspection.

Louise smiled, making no move, for she sensed the woman’s eagerness. ‘It’s a traditional pattern from my home district in France and to my knowledge not to be found anywhere else. My sister made my hat as well as the one she is wearing, which is a variation on the same pattern. I was first taught the skill by an old nurse and passed my knowledge on to my sister.’

‘So, you are both able to make them!’ Miss Sullivan thought swiftly ahead to the summer, when such flattering hats would be in demand. A stock could be built up in good time before the warm weather set in. ‘Has either of you ever made any other kind of millinery?’

‘We have both altered hats of felt and other materials to suit us.’ Louise did not add that it was when she and Delphine had found a collection of old ones in a box in the attic after her homecoming and worked on them for fun.

Miss Sullivan paused for a few moments as if considering carefully before making a decision. ‘I think I can offer you both a place each in my workshop.’ After stating what their wages would be, she added, ‘You may start on Monday morning. I supply clean aprons and caps. Be sure that you’re here promptly at seven o’clock.’

But Louise was not ready to accept yet. She had seen that she had the upper hand as far as the straw hats were concerned. ‘I should like to know what bonus we would receive on each French-styled straw hat that we make.’

Miss Sullivan was taken aback, but she did not want to lose the two young women’s skills to a rival milliner. Negotiations followed, Louise standing firm, and she left the shop satisfied with the extra that would be added to their low wages, which the milliner had promised would rise with time and satisfactory work.

That same day they found a small apartment of two rooms furnished with a few usable pieces that included a cupboard and a table with two chairs. The rent was moderate as it was in a poor area of the city, but it was still within walking distance of their new employment. Delphine complained bitterly about its humble location, but Louise pointed out that it had the advantage of an indoor water pump and a privy that they would not have to share in the tiny courtyard at the rear of the house.

Together they scrubbed and cleaned their new accommodation from floor to ceiling, Delphine moaning about what it was doing to her hands, until Louise was satisfied with the result.

Before long Delphine began pestering Louise again about calling on their cousin, but without effect. They were in a market, getting a few items that they needed for their new home.

‘I want to see Madeleine as much as you do, Delphine,’ she said, picking out some china plates from others that were cracked. ‘Probably more, because I remember her from early childhood and was very fond of her. She came to see Maman not long before you were born. It was on the eve of her sailing to this country with her husband and I was allowed to hold their baby, Mary Anne, who was about six weeks old then.’

Delphine’s mouth set stubbornly. ‘All the more reason for me to meet her now.’

Louise paid for the plates and two battered but still serviceable cooking pots. ‘Not until I feel we’ve really established ourselves. Then we can visit Madeleine with our heads high and she won’t feel that she has two dependants landing themselves on her for their keep. Not that she would see the situation in that light, but since we have our health and strength I couldn’t put her under that obligation without just cause.’

Reluctantly Delphine accepted the situation for the time being, understanding her sister’s independent attitude, but still exasperated by it. They returned to their apartment loaded with purchases that were all mundane, except for four fine wine glasses that had been a bargain Louise had been unable to resist. As yet they had been unable to afford wine, but she had made up their mind they should have a bottle to celebrate Delphine’s sixteenth birthday, which would be very soon.

On Monday morning they presented themselves at Miss Sullivan’s shop. She introduced them to the four other workers and the two apprentices. The workshop had plenty of window light with two large tables and a stove to heat the steaming irons. Louise was relieved that although the women were not exactly friendly neither were they hostile in any way. Before long Delphine and the apprentices, being the same age, were chatting together in whispers, talk being discouraged by Miss Sullivan, except about a task in hand.

Hurrying to the workshop one morning neither Louise nor Delphine paid any attention to a hackney carriage passing along Broad Street on its way to the docks. Daniel Lombard was at the start of his journey home again. It would take him northwards by coastal vessel to Boston, which he preferred to travelling the long distance by road. He was thinking how successful the trip had been this time when suddenly he spotted the unmistakable yellow hat.

‘Slow down!’ he instructed the coachman quickly, leaning forward in his seat as he watched to see where the Frenchwoman and her sister were going. It could only be to work at this early hour. He had thought of her any number of times and even looked for her wherever he had happened to be, always hoping that all was going well for her. Then he saw both the young women disappear into the side door of a shop. As the carriage drew level the hanging sign showed that it was a milliner’s.

Relaxing once more against the leather upholstery, he told the coachman to take up pace again. Now he would know exactly where to find her the next time he was in New York and it would be as soon as he could get here again. No woman had kept running through his thoughts after so brief a meeting as she had done.

As the carriage continued to carry him on his way he snapped open his gold watch and took note of the time. There was still over an hour before the ship sailed. Just long enough to manage another meeting.

‘Stop here, coachman!’ he ordered. ‘And wait!’

He sprang out of the vehicle and hurried the short distance back along the sidewalk until he reached the milliner’s shop. It was not open yet and he hammered on the door with the gold head of his cane. Miss Sullivan, who was in the showroom overseeing the dusting by her two assistants, raised her eyebrows at such impatient rapping and went to the door herself.

Daniel entered immediately and looked quickly about him. ‘I realize this is an early hour, ma’am,’ he said at once, ‘but I’m about to take ship for Boston and wish to buy my sister a new hat in the latest style before I leave.’

In the work room Louise had settled down to making yet another straw hat. Delphine’s task was the complicated hand-weaving of the straw itself. When suddenly Miss Sullivan appeared in the doorway it was to beckon urgently to Louise. At the back of the showroom she explained her reason.

‘There’s a new customer in the showroom. He wants to be served in a hurry as he’s sailing up the coast very shortly. The hat is to be a gift for his sister – or so he says.’ Her caustic tone conveyed disbelief as to the identity of the recipient, for men often bought hats for their mistresses, wives always coming to choose their own. ‘He’s selected a few, but can’t make a decision unless he sees each one worn by someone with chestnut hair. So I thought of you. Take off your apron and cap.’ She handed Louise the expensive hat she was holding. ‘Start with this one.’

Louise guessed that the milliner must be expecting the customer to spend lavishly as she was giving in to his whim. She made herself ready and smoothed her hands over her hair before putting on the hat. It was of cream felt, trimmed with an abundance of ostrich feathers shaded from pale green to deepest emerald, its wide brim tilted high on one side, which set off the face of the wearer. She had once worn such hats at court and with total confidence she swept into the showroom, making an entrance as she had done so often at Versailles in the past. The customer was seated, hat and cane in his hand, but he rose to his feet at once.

‘This is very obliging of you, Madame de Vailly. We have met before, as perhaps you will remember.’

She had recognized him instantly with that all-encompassing look to his penetrating eyes, lit brilliantly now by his broad smile. ‘I do remember. You kindly intervened on the day I lost my hat.’

‘My name is Daniel Lombard.’

Miss Sullivan gave a little cough. She was quite pleased that the customer seemed acquainted with Louise, but she did not want the sale to be lost in chit-chat. ‘This is one of my most fashionable hats, sir. Perfect for this time of year and exactly the style worn by ladies of high society today.’

He sat down again, crossing one long leg over the other. Louise displayed over a dozen hats for his approval, during which he enjoyed watching her. This lovely woman had an unconsciously sensual grace in all her movements, which held his attention far more than any of the hats. Finally he asked her advice as to which he should choose, much to Miss Sullivan’s annoyance at being ignored. Louise suggested the first one, which she had liked best. She put it on once more for his final approval.

‘Yes,’ he said decisively. ‘That’s the one.’

Miss Sullivan stepped forward. ‘Where is it to be delivered, sir?’

‘I want it shipped to Charleston.’ He stood up, ready to leave, and as Louise took off the chosen hat, he added to her, ‘I hope we shall soon meet again.’

‘Bon voyage, Mr Lombard.’ Her smile was polite, but without encouragement. She left the showroom, aware of his eyes following her, and went back to the workshop. On the East River wharf it had registered with her that he was a very good-looking man and at close quarters he had a dangerous sexual attraction of the kind she wished to avoid at all costs. She’d had a surfeit of men’s approaches at court. She had stemmed them then and intended to continue here in the same way.

Although it was early days yet at Miss Sullivan’s, Louise had become very interested in the millinery work, determined to learn everything she could about the trade. She did not find making the straw hats arduous, although it had been hard on the hands until she had made fingerstalls for her sister and herself. Neither did she mind being kept to the straw work, because all the time she was able to observe closely the cutting and steaming, the shaping and sewing of the designs being produced in felt, velvet and silk. She could see how easily she could acquire these skills. All the designs used were from England, the days long gone when France’s elegant Queen had set the fashion for the rest of the world to follow. But Louise had ideas of her own that she would have liked to follow, and sometimes sketched them out in the evenings.

After working a full month at the milliner’s Louise made a decision that she knew would please Delphine and announced it as she put a new sketch away. ‘I think we’re established enough now for us to pay a call on Madeleine—’

Her words were cut off as Delphine gave a shriek of delight, springing forward to hug her exuberantly. ‘Oh, yes! When?’

‘Next Sunday afternoon.’

‘That’s wonderful!’ Delphine whirled around the room, seeing an end to living in this hateful place and visualizing a splendid social life opening up before her. She would have called by herself long before this if she had been able to find the address in Louise’s belongings, but perhaps her sister had been aware of her intention and memorized it before throwing it away.

Louise was as happy as Delphine when they set off for Lower Broadway, but not for the same reason. From the day of arrival she had been longing to see Madeleine after all these years, as one of her own kin in a land of strangers, and she remembered her cousin’s husband as a pleasant kindly man. Anticipation soared gloriously in her as they reached the steps leading up to the shining crimson door of the grey stone mansion. Delphine lifted the brass knocker and thumped it twice. After a few moments a butler opened the door.

Louise spoke. ‘I am Madame de Vailly. Please inform Mr and Mrs Bradshaw that their cousin and her sister are here from France.’

‘Madame, my regrets, but Mr and Mrs Bradshaw no longer live here.’ The butler, an émigré himself, had spoken in French, his cultured tones showing that in the past he would not have been opening doors for others, but would have had them flung wide for him. ‘The house changed hands over two years ago and there is a new owner living here now.’

Louise had turned pale with disappointment, but Delphine panicked. ‘But they are still in New York?’ she demanded frantically, her voice high-pitched.

‘One moment, please.’ The butler left the door open and crossed the wide hall to enter a room. He returned after a few minutes. ‘Mr Johnston would be pleased to receive you.’

They were shown into the presence of the present owner, a portly, middle-aged man who greeted them courteously and invited them to be seated. When he had satisfied himself that they were genuinely related to the Bradshaws he went to his desk and wrote down their new address.

‘Did you know that they moved away from here through tragic circumstances?’ he asked as he handed the folded paper to Louise.

She was alarmed. ‘No, what happened? I’ve had no communication for a long time. It wasn’t easy in France to get letters from abroad, with all the upheaval there.’

‘Then I’m sorry to have to tell you that their daughter died of the yellow fever, which does occasionally strike the poorer areas of New York and other cities during the hot summer months, sometimes causing a dangerous epidemic. Nobody knew how she could have caught it, for there was only one other case reported that year and that was on the outskirts. Both parents were devastated. Understandably, Mrs Bradshaw could not endure to stay in this house any longer without their beloved child, which is why they moved five hundred miles away to Boston.’

Outside in the street again Louise, deeply distressed by the tragic news, put the address into her purse. ‘Poor bereaved Madeleine.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘And Theodore too. What a terrible loss! I’ll write to them this evening and send our condolences.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Delphine said quietly. ‘Mary Anne would have been my age now if she had lived.’ She fell silent as they walked along. Then suddenly she burst out bitterly, ‘Boston of all places! Why did they have to go so far away? Now we’ve no chance of seeing them for goodness knows how long!’

Louise said nothing, but it was one of the times when she despaired of her sister’s self-centredness. That evening she wrote to Madeleine and Theodore. She despatched the letter next day.

Madeleine answered as soon as she received the letter. Her warm invitation to visit could not have been more eager. She was longing to see them both without delay. Louise wrote back to explain that it would be a while yet before that was possible. The correspondence, which Louise had begun long ago in continuation of her late mother’s custom, was resumed as if there had never been any time between.


Three

When Louise went to the stock room one morning she found that there was very little hat-straw left and she reported it to Miss Sullivan.

‘I should have ordered a fresh supply last week,’ the woman answered irritably, ‘but it slipped my mind. You can go to Pomfret’s horse market for me. Mr Pomfret has always been able to supply me with the superior type of straw that I require.’

Louise was glad of a chance to escape from the work room for a short while. The trees were full of their young green foliage and the sunshine itself seemed caught among the branches. Her step was brisk and it did not take her long to reach the horse market, which she had passed many times. Its cobbled yard stood open to the street and smelt sweetly of hay and, more pungently, of horses, harness and dung, all familiar to her from the stables of home. It was always a hive of activity and today was no exception. On all sides men were examining horses and arguing prices, whether they were buying or selling. A handsome carriage pair, glossy as polished mahogany, was attracting keen attention. She was unable to resist wandering into the stables and there she went slowly past the stalls, patting the necks of the horses with a few words for each.

‘Madame la Marquise de Vailly!’

Surprised, Louise spun round to see who had called her by her title for the first time in this country. A man, entering the shadowed interior, his back to the sunshine, broke into a run and rushed towards her, his coat-tails flying. She recognized him with a happy cry. It was Alexandre de Clement, an old friend from home!

‘Alexandre!’

‘So, it is you, Louise!’ A moment later she was being embraced by her friend from childhood and whirled around in the air before being set on her feet again. ‘When I caught a glimpse of you from the yard I couldn’t really believe that you’d be here in America.’ He stood back, his feet set apart and hands on his hips, and laughed with sheer pleasure at their reunion. Strongly built and russet-haired, with a square, good-humoured face, his happy grin seemed to stretch from ear to ear. ‘I should have expected you to be with your aunt in England. Not here!’

‘That was my original intention.’

‘Is Delphine safe too?’

‘Yes! She and I escaped together. And tell me that Blanche is with you!’ Louise looked eagerly beyond him for the sight of his wife. The three of them had grown up together, Alexandre at a neighbouring château and Blanche the daughter of the local doctor in the nearby village.

‘Yes, she’s well and happy, but not with me in New York today. As you will remember, she never liked city life. She’s upriver on our farm not far from a town called Troy where we live now with our little daughter, Henrietta.’

‘You have a child!’ Louise was delighted with the news. ‘My congratulations! How old is she?’

‘Just two and a half years. She was born in New York, but I nearly lost Blanche after the birth. Her recovery took so long that eventually a doctor suggested country air. That’s why we moved away from here and, thankfully, she began to get well again. Sadly, we’re not able to have any more children, but we’re grateful for our little Henrietta. It’s only business that brings me to the city once or twice a year. Do you have any news of Blanche’s parents?’

‘Only that they left for England quite early on. I should think they’re safe. I never saw their names on any guillotine list.’

‘Thank God for that!’ he exclaimed with relief. ‘Now, tell me, how is Fernand? You didn’t say he was here with you.’ When she shook her head wordlessly he guessed her husband’s fate and glanced about impatiently. ‘We can’t talk any more in this place. There’s a chocolate house just along the street. Let’s go there.’

When they reached the marble-floored establishment there was a variety of hot chocolate drinks from which to choose, all served in silver pots with fine porcelain cups and saucers and a plate of sweet almond cakes to each table. Louise chose hot chocolate with cream and Alexandre a bitter one with a dash of brandy in it. Although the place was busy they were lucky enough to get a table in an alcove, which gave them the chance to talk quietly.

They had not seen each other since he and Blanche had come to Versailles to visit her while staying in strife-ridden Paris shortly before the final eruption of the Revolution. He had been arranging his grandmother’s funeral and attending to her affairs. Then they had gone south to see to the old lady’s country estate and Louise had heard no more from them.

‘So tell me about Fernand,’ he began. ‘What happened?’

‘He was in Paris when the mob took the King and Queen from the palace. Whether he came looking for me afterwards I don’t know, because I left Versailles that same night. I had to get home to Delphine, not knowing what was happening there.’

‘That couldn’t have been an easy journey,’ he stated bluntly.

She made a dismissive little gesture. ‘Others had worse. As the months went by I had no word from him, but then neither of us knew where the other was. I wrote to him at the Palace of the Tuileries. I thought he might be among the courtiers with the royal family, but no reply ever came. Life was very quiet for Delphine and myself during the many months when we were at home in the country.’

‘How did you pass the time?’

‘I dealt with the estate, saw to the accounts, and sorted the wheat from the chaff among the servants. Delphine’s governess had been having an affair with a swindling bailiff, whom my uncle had installed, and I had reason to believe she had intercepted some of my sister’s letters to me. There were also others I no longer trusted, so I dismissed them too.’

‘What about entertainment? There were always so many social happenings in the past.’

‘Sometimes friends called, but life was subdued, none of us knowing what might happen next. Most of us were hoping, as so many of the country-born aristocracy did, that we could keep things stable for the peasants and ourselves. I made use of my father’s library, reading for hours, and I taught Delphine all the dances that were so popular at Versailles. Even as a little child she loved to dance. I also coached her in English as she has a natural ear for languages. She is still very musical and practised playing her flute every day. Somehow it meant a great deal to me to hear her music in those worrying times. Then the horrific news reached us of the execution of the King and then the Queen, as well as the terrible trials taking hundreds to their death at the guillotine.’

‘An obscene mockery of justice and still the present orgy of slaughter goes on!’ he declared angrily, his fists clenched before him on the table. Then he drew breath. ‘But I interrupted you, Louise. Please continue.’

‘When our servants heard that the death sentence was also being imposed on many that served the nobility as well as the nobles themselves, they became frightened of staying with Delphine and me. All, except a couple of stable hands, left en masse overnight, and we were alone at the château. Then not long afterwards a guillotine was erected in Bordeaux. That was far too close for the stable hands, who left in panic, taking all our horses with them.’

‘The thieves!’ Alexandre exclaimed bitterly. ‘So Madame Guillotine was erected in Bordeaux too, was she?’

‘It happened in so many places.’

‘During the time you and Delphine were at home were you threatened in any way?’

‘We had a stone thrown through a window from time to time. It was an old newsheet, wrapped around one such missile, which finally told me of Fernand’s execution.’

Alexandre, although he had not liked her husband, shook his head at the senseless slaughter. He thought to himself that life had not been easy on Louise. He remembered how dazzled she had been by Fernand’s charm, unable to see him for the man he was, but it was understandable. She’d been so young and inexperienced in the ways of the sophisticated world of Versailles in which she had been plunged, lonely, bereaved and homesick. It was no wonder that at sixteen she had believed herself to be in love with Fernand. She had not realized that as an heiress she had been the target for many mercenary young noblemen, and in her uncle’s haste to get her off his hands his choice of a husband for her had been a bad one.

‘Do you know if your Oncle Henri managed to escape?’ he inquired.

She sighed. ‘He was executed a few days after the King. I lost a close friend about the same time, as well as cousins of whom I was very fond. Somebody did bring me all that terrible news. I was still wearing mourning for them when I landed here.’

‘So how did your escape come about?’

She gave a smile of protest. ‘I want to hear why you and Blanche decided to settle near Troy and everything else you have to tell me.’

‘Afterwards.’ Then he added jokingly, ‘You know I’ll be in trouble if I can’t answer all Blanche’s questions about you when I get home.’

‘Then I’ll be brief. I realized that the time had come to get away and I made a simple plan that Delphine and I should dress inconspicuously and go into Bordeaux to find a fisherman I could bribe to take us across the Channel to England. I didn’t know then that a watch was being kept on all boats and escape had never been more difficult.’

‘I’ve heard that many would-be émigrés were caught that way.’

‘In any case,’ she continued, ‘time had run out. On the eve of our leaving home my loyal bailiff, Pierre, came pounding on the door to tell us to gather a few belongings and go with him at once as we were in great danger. Fortunately we had made bundles of what we could take, hoping to look like laundry maids, and so we were able to leave within minutes. Revolutionary soldiers arrived a short time afterwards and a search for us began. It’s thanks to our kind rescuer hiding us behind a false wall, that we’re alive today.’

‘How long were you there?’

‘Two months.’

Alexandre whistled through his teeth. ‘It must have seemed like two years!’

‘We were thankful to be in a safe place as the soldiers were everywhere. Then two were billeted on Pierre and his wife, which meant we had to be silent as mice whenever they were in the house. We had a candle and played cards. We danced for exercise whenever possible, and I taught Delphine how to make hats for us both out of straw, which Pierre’s wife dyed for us.’

‘So how did you eventually get away?’

Louise gave a soft laugh. ‘We were smuggled in a hay cart into Bordeaux, where one of my father’s old employees, whom Pierre had contacted, kept us in his attic for another month. He worked in a government office and when he heard the Ocean Maid was being released from embargo he managed to get travelling papers for us. I believe they were forged, but I never knew for certain. They were closely scrutinized by guards before we went on board, but they let us pass.’ Louise sat back in her chair, relieved her account was over. ‘Now Delphine and I are working for a milliner and all is going well.’

‘Thank God for that!’ he said with feeling.

In his turn he explained that he had realized early on that France was falling into chaos and his one thought was to get his pregnant wife to safety. ‘We stayed for a while on my grandmother’s estate not far from Marseilles, where we were lucky enough to get passages on a foreign ship. I’d brought enough gold with me to establish us securely here. My only regret is that our daughter won’t be growing up at my old home. I had the happiest childhood there that anyone could have. As you know so well, I had inherited it only three months before my grandmother died. Blanche and I had no idea when we left for Paris that we would not see our château again for some years.’

Louise, distress clouding her face, reached across the table and put her hand over his. She had been dreading this moment when their conversation would turn inevitably to his home. ‘I have some bad news to tell you, Alexandre.’

His face stiffened. ‘What happened? Was it looted?’

‘Worse than that.’ Her clasp tightened. ‘It was burned down during the time Delphine and I were hiding in Pierre’s cellar. Pierre said that the soldiers broke into the wine cellar and went on a drunken rampage.’

Alexandre looked down at her hand, automatically returning her clasp. ‘Blanche and I have always thought of our time here as a transitory period before going home again one day to our roots.’ He was silent for a few moments. Then he raised his head and looked at her. ‘At least I’ve heard the news from you, who spent almost as much time in my home as Blanche and I did in yours.’

‘You still have your grandmother’s estate.’

He shook his head. ‘Neither Blanche nor I would ever have wanted to live there. Before we left the property, I sold it all to a neighbour who had always wanted my grandmother to sell the land to him, since his own ran alongside its boundaries. I told him why I was taking my wife out of France, but he was undeterred by the unrest at the time, believing that everything would settle down again. How mistaken he was!’ He looked down unseeingly at her hand, frowning thoughtfully. ‘So, my château has gone to ashes. I didn’t know I was burning my boats completely in bringing Blanche to the New World.’ Again he sat in silence, coming to terms with the destruction of his hopes of ever returning home, and she felt full of pity for him. Then resolutely he raised his head and spoke on a brighter note, not aware that sadness still lingered in his eyes. ‘Now that’s enough about the past. How soon can you and Delphine visit us? Blanche will be impatient to see you again.’

‘And I to see her and Henrietta. It can’t be yet, but it will be as soon as possible.’

Alexandre walked back with her to the horse market, where they parted affectionately with promises to keep in touch. Then he left to go about his own business and she to find Mr Pomfret. Although she ran most of the way back to the shop, Miss Sullivan was still furious that she had taken so long over her errand.

In spite of her insignificant position in the workshop, Louise continued to be highly ambitious. Unlike Delphine, who resented every day there, she welcomed the chance to learn everything about the millinery trade. She had soon found that Miss Sullivan was receptive to her suggestions as to how the straw hats could vary in shape and trimmings. It led to her taking part sometimes in making the other millinery, which she enjoyed, and it also brought about a slight increase in her wages. Delphine made no attempt to hide her boredom, and was often slow in finishing a task. Louise began to fear that she would be dismissed once the stock of straw hats was deemed sufficient.

By now the two apprentices had mastered the intricate straw-weaving and Louise saw a chance to get Delphine work that should be of more interest to her. All the hats sold by Miss Sullivan were in the height of fashion, abundantly and elaborately trimmed with flowers, feathers and fancily tied bunches of ribbons, which she ordered regularly from a supplier.

‘My sister is skilful at making flowers and trimmings out of silk ribbons and other materials,’ Louise said to the milliner when the opportunity arose. ‘She made the pink roses on her straw hat.’

Miss Sullivan had noticed that they were exceptionally well made and thought immediately of the money she could save if Delphine’s work kept up to that standard all the time. ‘Very well. I’ll let your sister show me what she can do.’

Delphine took up the new work without enthusiasm, even though it appealed to her artistic nature and the milliner was pleased with the results. It was all so different from making pretty things for her own pleasure. She hated every day in the workshop more and more, feeling as confined as a bird in a cage, and was sure she would start screaming aloud if it went on much longer. At least when she and Louise had been hiding in Pierre’s cellar there had always been the hope that the next day they would get away, which had kept her spirits up. But at the present time she could foresee no end to her present daily grind.

It cheered her when in celebration of her sixteenth birthday Louise bought two tickets for a play at the John Street Theatre. They wore their best gowns and Louise had obtained good seats. Delphine was consumed by excitement. She had as much pleasure from seeing the bejewelled and elegantly dressed patrons in their boxes as she did from the performance itself. Afterwards they had a little celebratory supper at home. Throughout the next few days Delphine was often lost in thought, her hands falling idle in her lap as if the magic of the evening was still with her, and she was reprimanded several times.

It was an overcast morning in early May when Miss Sullivan looked up from her rosewood and ormolu desk to see Daniel Lombard enter her shop. Swiftly she went to meet him, anticipating another good sale.

‘Good day, sir. Did your sister like the hat that I shipped to her?’

‘The hat? Oh, yes. She was very pleased with it, but I’m not here for another one today. My reason for calling is that I should like to have Madame de Vailly’s address.’

Miss Sullivan was taken aback and her brows arched. ‘I couldn’t do that without her permission and I think she would be unlikely to give it.’ Louise’s cool farewell to him on the hat-buying day had not escaped her notice.

‘Then allow me to ask her myself.’

‘Out of the question! I have a rule that my employees cannot interrupt their work for any social reason.’

He roamed restlessly around the showroom. ‘Come, come, ma’am, there’s no need for anyone’s work to be interrupted. You can give me the information easily enough. Let’s have no more prevaricating.’ His glance fell on some gauzy stoles and he picked up one at random, which shone delicately with silver threads, and tossed it on to her desk, knowing that it would be expensive. ‘I’ll take this.’ Then, as he drew some golden dollars from his pocket into his gloved palm in readiness to pay, he added crisply, ‘And so where does the widow live, ma’am?’

Previously, when Louise had displayed the hats for him, he had noticed that she wore a wedding ring. Although she had come to America on her own with her sister, he wanted confirmation that she did not have a husband in France or elsewhere in exile.

‘You’ve made the most irregular request, Mr Lombard.’ Miss Sullivan did not want to antagonize him now, or else he might change his mind about taking the stole. She hated to lose a customer who chose what he wanted without asking the price. She was well aware that his purchase was a sop to her protests, but she felt her dignity demanded a final show of reluctance. ‘It is against my principles.’

She saw him pick up another gauzy stole, sparkling with gold threads this time and double the price of the first, and she caught her breath slightly.

His sharp glance shot towards her as if she had spoken. ‘Well, ma’am?’

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said without further hesitation. ‘As you are already acquainted with the young widow, it is a different matter. I’m sure Louise would have no objection.’ She hoped he realized that she had given him a bonus in letting slip the Frenchwoman’s Christian name in case he did not know it already.

‘Thank you, ma’am. I look forward to doing business with you again.’

He departed with his purchases, which at his request she had packed separately, the pink-striped boxes tied with ribbons. Miss Sullivan went to the door and peered after him through the glass panel. He was not a man to be thwarted, she thought, and considered him all the more dangerous for it.
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