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Chapter One
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Mother ran the millinery in town. Her hats, gloves, veils, and fascinators were the toast of the kingdom and while she worked long hours with only one assistant, she always had time for me.

At weekends, we’d take the pony cart and a picnic, go to the lake or the forest, and spend time talking, singing, playing games, and having a wonderful time.

As I grew up, I’d help her in the shop after school or make little hats which mother would then sell as dolls hats. As I got better at it, I was allowed to make bigger hats, but I always found myself drawn back to the little ones.

The millinery expanded when I started designing hats because Mother and her assistant couldn’t keep up with the demand for my designs. So, they took on another apprentice and Mother let me keep on designing as long as I made at least one hat for a customer per day.

One day, just after my twelfth birthday, I attached a little hat to a fascinator comb and decorated it. It was my favourite shade of purple with crystal beads that sparkled in the light and a puff of silver feathers. I put it on and was admiring the effect against my dark brown hair when Mother came into the workshop.

“Louisa, did you finish that Bonnet for Madame Couturi yet?” she asked, looking around at the various wooden heads that we used to work on the hats.

“It’s on Meg,” I said absently, wondering if I ought to add a tiny flower or two to my hat.

She looked at the wooden head by the wide window and smiled.

The hat I’d finished that afternoon was dark green with a brighter green ribbon tie and a mass of silk flowers and leaves, red berries, and a golden-brown bird made of ostrich feathers on one side.

“It’s faultless! However, did you get the idea for the garden?” Mother checked the construction carefully, even though it was my best stitching; she couldn’t afford to allow a badly constructed hat out of the shop.

“Madame Couturi was talking about the gown she wanted to wear the bonnet with. She said it had an embroidered bodice with flowers, birds, and leaves all over it. I thought I’d match it.” I turned around. “Is it really okay?”

She looked up from the bonnet. “It’s wonderful, Lou.”

I smiled. She only called me Lou when she was feeling happy. “That’s all right then, I thought it might be a little over the top.”

“It will suit Madam Couturi perfectly.” She looked at my little hat. “Is that a new design?”

I glanced back in the mirror. “I suppose it is. I came up with it after I finished the bonnet.”

“It’s beautiful. Do you want to keep that one or can I sell it?” Mother always asked me that when I made something new. I didn’t often keep the hats I made because they were never my style, but I loved the way this little one made me look.

“Yes, please. I can make some more in different colours if you want to sell them.” I looked at my reflection one more time before smiling up at Mother, hopefully.

“Then you can keep it.” She smiled so broadly that it felt like a light being turned on. “I’d like to sell the design as well, so make a few more.” Then she frowned. “There’s just one problem.”

“What’s the matter?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t done something wrong.

“You’ll need a dress to go with it... and some shoes and gloves.” She rummaged through the glove stocks, pulled out a pair of purple velvet gloves which toned perfectly with my hat, and gave them to me.

I held them carefully. “Why do I need a new dress?”

“I’ve been asked to go to the Palace and see the Queen about a new hat next week. I’d like you to come with me; I think the young princess and her ladies in waiting would like your new design.” She smiled as I gasped.

“Really? Oh, thank you.” I hugged her.

“If this design of yours takes off the way I think it will, we could soon be in a bigger shop and have a separate house.” Mother said, picking up a piece of the coloured felt I’d used to make the hat. “I’ll take this down to Loretta and see if she can put you a dress together quickly.”

––––––––
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THE NEXT WEEK, WE WERE collected by a royal carriage. Mother’s Assistant came with us, carrying a pile of demonstration hats, a book of colour swatches, a ribbon book, and the embellishments book that mother and I had put together one snowy winter when I was little.

“Let me do the talking, dear.” Mother instructed as the carriage rumbled out of town.

I nodded, too enthralled by the sleek, stunning horses that pulled the carriage to answer. I hope we can make enough money for me to learn to ride.

Mother adjusted the fall of my hair around the purple hat. “You just stand there and look beautiful. Loretta did a wonderful job on that dress. I think she’s hoping that the princesses might order from her as well as us.”

I gazed back at her. “I think you’re more beautiful than I am, mother. I have horrible brown hair and you’ve got such gorgeous red hair.”

Mother laughed. “I used to think I had awful hair too.” She stroked my cheek. “You will change your mind. Besides, you look so much like your father.”

“I do?” I tried to remember what I looked like in the mirror that morning.

“He had deep chestnut brown hair, but yours has just a touch of red to it that makes it perfect.” She smiled fondly. “The shape of your face and eyes are his as well, but those gorgeous violet eyes are all mine.”

I couldn’t picture anything she described.

The road ran through the thick forest that blanketed the majority of the country. This close to the Palace, the forest was peaceful and safe, but I’d heard stories of bandits and monsters inhabiting the outer regions of the country. I’m glad we live in Ashgrove. It’s the safest town in all of Enteria.

On the other side of the forest, the thick walls of the Palace compound ran around an area the size of the towns of Ashgrove and Gorlen combined. As we were waved through the gate by the cheerful guards wearing Enterian livery, I began to realise that despite our life being a comfortable one, we weren’t really all that far above being peasants.

I watched the fine houses of the palace servants fly past the carriage and the soft, light linen of my new lilac dress began to seem drab and poorly made. I brushed at it ineffectually.

“Stop that.” Mother took hold of my hands and forced me to look up at her face. “You are as good as, if not better bred than any of the worthy people who live here. Your father was an important man and while we may live frugally at the moment, when you come of age, you will be very surprised.”

I frowned. “If he was important, why do we live in Ashgrove? Why don’t we live somewhere more in keeping with his station?”

She sighed. “That was my doing. You were born in a very fine house, but when he died, it went to his brother and not me. Your Uncle was willing to let us stay there, but I wanted to come home to Ashgrove.”

“Why don’t we have more money?” I asked her. This is more than I have ever heard her say before. 

Mother smiled, running one thumb across my knuckles. “Everything I brought with us was ploughed into our business, Little One.”

A warm feeling surged through me, and tears welled up. She hasn’t called me that for ages. I swallowed the tears back, but I hadn’t been quick enough; she’d noticed.

“No tears. Your father was a good man with a lot of connections. I’ve used a lot of them in running the Millinery, but with your design talent, I think we could go a great deal further than just Ashgrove.”

She didn’t know how close to the mark she was with that statement.
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The palace gardens were lovely that summer. The grass was thick and lush, the colour as bright as one of the emeralds that Princess Rose-Grace wore with her green-gold silk gown.

She sipped tea surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting and stared at me. I ignored the look and contented myself with looking into the cup of pale golden liquid the serving maid placed in front of me.

Mother sat beside me, deep in conversation with the Queen, a lovely blonde lady with bright blue eyes that darted around the gathering, always noticing things.

“It is a beautiful design, Madame Melisande.” The queen smiled and touched the paper. “Could we add a pair of sapphires just here and here? To echo the colour of my eyes.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Mother said. “I don’t happen to have any sapphires in the workshop at the moment, however...”

“’Tis of no consequence.” The queen waved the unspoken question away. “I shall instruct the Castellan to provide you with whatever materials you may require from our own stores.

Mother took a deep breath, held it and let it out silently. I could tell that she was getting excited and was trying to keep calm.

“I shall send a list of materials up to him then.” She said, bowing slightly from the waist.

The queen nodded and looked at me.

I gazed into my tea, watching the ripples my breath caused in the liquid shatter the reflection of the rose-covered arbour above us.

“You are very quiet, Louisa.” The queen’s voice startled me, and my cup rattled in the saucer as I put it down quickly.

There was just a hint of a giggle from the Princess.

“Rose-Grace. Don’t mock our guest, especially when it’s the first time she has ever visited us.” The queen said to her daughter before looking back at me. “Do you not like the tea, Louisa?”

“Yes... I mean no... I mean, I like the tea, I’m just not very thirsty.” I stammered out, blushing.

“That’s all right then.” The queen smiled. “I do love your little hat. It’s rather a sweet style finish.”

“I came up with it after I designed Madame Couturi’s Bonnet,” I said, folding my hands into my lap to hide their shaking.

“You designed Lady Estelle’s Bonnet? Well, now Melisande, I think you have a very talented daughter.” The queen told my mother.

“I am very proud of her.” Mother laid one hand over mine in my lap and slowly my shivers stopped.

“Isn’t Mademoiselle Louisa’s hat sweet, Rose-Grace?” the queen asked.

I raised my eyes to see a certain amount of sharpness in the queen’s expression. I looked at the princess.

Rose-Grace was nodding. “Yes, it’s perfectly darling. I would love one in every colour to match my dresses.”

The shock at the princess’ pronouncement must have shown in my face because the queen frowned at her daughter.

“I mean it, Mother.” The princess protested. “I know I usually prefer Tiaras, but that little hat would weigh so much less and look quite stunning against my golden hair.

I took a deep breath. “I would need to see the dresses you intended to wear the hat with. Every hat I design is individual.”

The princess’ eyes gleamed. “May I take Mademoiselle Louisa to my room, Mother? Then she could inspect my wardrobe...”

“Of course, you may.” The queen said, looking at the Ladies. “I think you and Louisa should go alone, however. She may find it less intimidating if you were without your crowd.”

The Ladies in Waiting looked at the Princess.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less, Mother. May we be excused?” Rose-Grace stood up. The ladies in waiting sighed as one and Rose-Grace rolled her eyes at them. “I will see you later in the Youngers Garden.” She told them.

The young women all stood, curtseyed, and left the Rose garden, chattering about what they intended to wear to some ball at the weekend.

They sound like a flock of gulls. I thought with a tiny internal giggle.

“Bring Louisa to my sitting room when you are finished, Rose.” The queen said with a smile.

I looked at my mother.

“I’ll be waiting for you there, Louisa.” She told me calmly. “Have you got your sketchbook and pencil?”

I patted the small shoulder bag I wore. “Right here with my tape, mother.”

Rose-Grace looked at the bag. “Did you make that as well?” she asked as she led me into the palace and through the maze of corridors and stairwells. “It’s elegantly embroidered.”

I nodded. “I have one for every dress, apart from my nightgowns.”

“You’re very clever. I wish I could do something like that, but my embroidery looks like a spider has stolen my thread and made webs with it.” The princess sighed. “Mother is always going on at me to improve it; she says that knowing how to sew neatly is a skill that any lady in a dress needs.”

“My mother says that as well. I was taught to sew when I was big enough to hold a needle.” I sighed as well, remembering how often I’d attached myself to the material I was supposed to be sewing together.

Rose-Grace giggled. “I keep losing the needles on purpose. Thread hates me and is always tangling in my hair. They had to cut it out of the last knot I created.”

I was shocked. Does she not know how expensive good embroidery needles are? Not to mention the cost of the silks.

We turned into a long wide corridor with a thick red carpet that ran wall to wall. The walls themselves were hung with portraits and landscapes, a golden candle sconce between every three pictures.

The princess noticed my interest in the paintings. “This is the Royal Quarters. The pictures are all to do with how our family came to rule Enteria.”

I wish I knew more about my family. I don’t even have a picture of my Father. My heart sank as I realised that Mother would never tell me any more than she had that morning. I’ll have to find out for myself then. There have to be records of their marriage somewhere.

Rose-Grace stopped at a tall pair of doors between a picture of a queen and a battle scene. “This is my suite.” She led me into a small chamber where a pair of serving maids sat sewing a gown. “It’s all right, Marie.” She said when the older of the two began to rise. “I don’t need anything at the moment.”

The woman nodded, her eyes examining me. The other woman had stopped sewing and was also watching me, with a great deal of interest in their eyes.

I’ve just become part of the servant’s rumour mill. I thought irreverently and bit my lower lip to stop the giggle that threatened to emerge.

“My wardrobe is this way.” The princess said, opening a door.

We stepped into a huge, vaulted room filled with mirrors and windows. Unlit candles stood in front of every mirror, the stands holding the same thick white candles that we used to be able to work in the winter.

So far, everything I have seen is of top quality. We go through one of those candles a week in the winter, but I’ve not seen a used one anywhere in the palace. I mentally totted up the cost of the candles that I had seen and the sum they came to almost made me faint.

“Are you feeling all right?” Princess Rose-Grace’s pretty features screwed into a small frown. Then she caught sight of her face in the nearest mirror and smoothed her expression out again. “Mother says that too many frowns at our age will give us wrinkled faces faster than growing up will.”

She gestured to the racks of gowns between the mirrors. “There you go.”

“Our age? I didn’t think you had a sister.” I said as I started to jot down the shades and possible trims into my sketchbook. I added the odd drawing here and there when I found a particular motif that drew my eye on each dress.

“I don’t. I have a twin brother.” The princess wandered over to a window. “He’s a pain in the neck; he’s always messy and never wants to take a bath. Papa has had to have the footmen force him into the tub every night.”

My mind spun with shock. They bathe every night? The sheer enormity of such an undertaking, considering the stairs and corridors between here and the kitchens where the water would be heated, made me sit down on a padded footstool.

“Is there something the matter, Louisa?” The princess turned away from the view she had been looking at.

“I’m fine. Just a little tired.” I said quickly. “I’ve been up since dawn.”

“Oh! And you didn’t drink your tea. I’ll get Marie to find us something to eat.” Rose-Grace pulled a long-embroidered bell pull and the maid appeared at the door.

“Yes, Your Highness?” she curtseyed.

“Bring tea and some of those adorable lemon tarts that Cook makes please.” The princess said.

“To your sitting room, your Highness?” the maid looked at me, still sitting on the footstool, sketchbook, and pencil in hand.

I got the distinct impression that she didn’t approve of me at all.

“Of course. Where else would I serve tea to my guest?” the princess snapped.

“Sorry, Your Highness.” The maid disappeared and I felt distinctly embarrassed, so I busied myself taking notes and sketching.

The princess wandered over and looked at the designs I was coming up with. “You have a wonderful eye for detail. I like this one very much.” She pointed to a design with snowflakes. “Is it going to be to match my favourite winter gown?”

I looked at the dress she’d indicated. It had ice blue silk and pure white fur. “It depends on if I can get the colours and materials to match.”

“Do what your mother does for mine; send a list to the Castellan.” Rose-Grace yawned. “Have you seen enough?”

Yes, I have. I’ve seen that you’re a spoilt brat with far too many clothes. I thought as I put my pencil away. “I’ve got enough to at least tone one hat with each colour.”

“It’s a start.” She smiled. “You can always come back another time. Shall we have tea now?”

The remainder of the visit was just as big an eye-opener for me as the start had been. I saw more wealth than I’d ever realised existed and the thought that the inhabitants of the castle took it for granted, made me feel sick inside.
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Princess Rose-Grace’s ladies-in-waiting came down to the shop to order their own hats to go with their ball gowns several days later. The Princess had requested that the hat to go with her lemon yellow and orange ball gown be done first, so I didn’t see the group of young ladies at first.

It wasn’t until Mother called me into the shop to help take orders that I realised what the Princess’ order had done for us.

The whole room was filled with chattering young women, all of them a few years older than me and every single one demanding that she have her little hat personally designed by me.

Mother had me take the orders and do prelim designs to make sure that the ladies had what they wanted. Then when the hubbub died down, she sent me down to the orphanage with a note for Madame Green.

I hurried through the streets, my mind on the hat I was making for the princess, not where I was going. So, running into a group of young gentlemen outside the bakery took me by surprise.

“Oh.” I’d bumped into one young man so hard that I ended up sitting on the pavement. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“It’s quite all right.” He helped me to my feet, and I looked up into the same face as the Princess.

“Prince Jacques?” I blushed and dusted down my gown, unable to look him in the eye. I’d pictured him as a bit more... messy. Not so, handsome. Then it occurred to me that what the princess had said must have been a family joke. “I am so sorry, Your Highness. I should have been looking where I was going.”

“You always upset the ladies, Jacques.” Another of the young gentlemen said.

I looked at him and he smiled. He had deep brown eyes and curly brown hair. A gold tooth flashed in his mouth echoing the pale gold tan of his skin. “He hasn’t upset me, sir. I was just... surprised.”

“Alyn, leave her alone,” Jacques said firmly. He laid one hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right Mademoiselle?”

“I’m fine, I just need to get to the Orphanage.” I curtseyed. “If you gentlemen wouldn’t mind moving aside.”

Jacques bowed. “Of course, Mademoiselle” he stepped aside, and the other young men all bowed and moved away.

I walked past, blushing, but looking resolutely forward. “Thank you, kind Sirs.”

“For a girl as pretty as you, Mademoiselle,” One of the others said, “It is our pleasure to allow you past.”

I heard Jacques hiss, “Gilliesdown! That’s enough.” behind me and allowed a small smile to cross my lips under the shadow of my bonnet before I put on my most serious face and turned to look at him. “Sir, I suggest that you refrain from displaying such gallantry to one who is lower in society than yourself.”

He blinked in confusion.

“Furthermore, while I appreciate good manners in the opposite gender, I do not welcome jests about my appearance.” I sniffed, turned and walked away rapidly.

I was almost to the Orphanage when I heard them start laughing. It took you that long to work out what I said? I sighed. The King is going to have to work on your thinking skills if he wants you to take the throne after him, Jacques. My heart jumped a little and I wondered if he’d been betrothed yet. I could teach him a thing or two... no, you are too far below him on the social scale to even rate his polite attention. I told myself. Don’t start getting ideas, Louisa.

Madame Green smiled when she read the note I handed to her. ”I’ll come directly, Louisa. Wait, but a moment and we shall drive back in my Trap.” She bustled out of the room, and I heard her call for her driver before her voice disappeared into the distance.

I contented myself with looking around her office.

There were miniatures of every child to enter the orphanage around three of the walls and those who had been adopted were placed on the fourth, usually in a slightly larger picture that included their adoptive parents. The furniture was scuffed and had seen better days, but was scattered with small cushions of varying colours, obviously made by the inhabitants of the building. A large red woollen blanket had been thrown over the back of a sofa and the whole room exuded a comfortable, loving aura that suggested Madame Green lavished as much love on her charges as they returned to her.

I am glad that I have a mother, but it doesn’t seem too bad a place to grow up in. I thought, straightening my apron a little.

“Are you ready, Louisa?” Madame Green asked as she came back into the room.

I nodded and followed her out into the hallway. Three young women stood there, dressed in the Orphanage’s colours of green and pale yellow.

Madame Green smiled at them, “Come along girls.”

They bobbed tiny curtseys and followed her out into the bright sunshine. I brought up the rear and we all climbed into the little pony trap that awaited us at the curb.

The trip back to the shop took half the time that my walk had. We whizzed past Prince Jacques and his compatriots outside the Hunting Outfitters. I’m glad that we’re moving so fast, that way he can’t see me.

I could see that Mother was busy with a customer, so I led Madame Green through the shop and into Mother’s sitting room out the back. “Please make yourselves comfortable, I’ll just make some tea.”

Madame Green smiled and said to the young women, “Sit down girls.”

“But should we not help Mademoiselle Louisa?” one of the young women asked.

I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.”

Madame Green waved a hand. “Carry on, Louisa.”

I walked out of the room feeling a little irritated at the dismissal. This is my house and I’m dismissed like a serving maid? I pushed down the shudder that had crept up my spine. I could so easily have been a serving maid though. If Mother hadn’t had the money to buy the shop...

I busied myself with the tea things and while I was waiting for the kettle to boil on the range, slipped out into the shop to remind mother about her guest.

Before I’d even opened my lips to speak, Mother pre-empted me. “Ah, there you are Louisa, can you take over here while I speak with Madame Green?”

I glanced at the order book in front of her and the lady she was serving. “Of course, Mother. I have things all ready for tea, I was just waiting for the kettle.”

She smiled and patted my shoulder as she passed me. “Well done, my dear.”

I took over the order she had been entering and thought nothing more of my morning. 

An hour later, one of the girls that had come with Madame Green appeared at my shoulder. “Mademoiselle Louisa. Your Mother would appreciate your presence in the sitting room. I am to take over for you here.”

I looked at her. “Have you the training required?”

“I have served in a shop before, Mademoiselle, I know how to handle customers. Your Mother said for me to refuse to take any more orders; you have enough for a month now.”

I flicked through the orders book, looking at the dates. “She is correct. However, I suggest that you add anyone who requests a commission to the waiting list in this book.” I showed her a thick notebook with dated pages and opened it to the correct day. “It’s been a while since we had to use it, but if you start here...”

She bobbed a curtsey. “Of course, Mademoiselle.”

I hurried back into the sitting room. “You asked for me, Mother?”

The other girls had disappeared and the look on my mother’s face was pure satisfaction. She patted the seat beside her. “Sit down, Louisa.”

I sat, wondering what was going on.

“The three girls who accompanied me are going to become your helpers, Mademoiselle.” Madame Green said, licking her bottom lip before sipping from her teacup. “Lucille, the one who took over from you in the shop will be serving the customers. Andrea, who wished to help you earlier will become your personal maid and the third, Rosina, is to help you in the workshop.”

“All three of them will live with us, Louisa. This way you can still go to school and finish your designs...” Mother began.

“...and I don’t have to worry about you not having enough help in the shop.” I finished for her.

Mother nodded. “I knew you would understand. They will share the attic room and you will have to move into the bedroom next to mine. “

I blinked in surprise. That’s an improvement in a room. There’s something more going on here than just taking in three orphans as employees.

“Is that all right, Louisa?” Mother asked. “I know you’ve slept in the attic since we moved here and loved it...”

“However, your family’s status has increased and now you must be seen to be of substance.” Madame Green said putting her teacup down. She stood up and both mother and I accompanied her to the door. “I will send the girl’s things down to you this afternoon. Good Day, Madame Melisande.”

Mother and I returned to the sitting room. Andrea appeared with a fresh pot of tea and clean cups. “Do you need anything else, ma’am?”

Mother shook her head. “No thank you. Andrea, I have employed a cook and a housemaid to look after the kitchen and so forth. You don’t need to wait upon us.”

Andrea smiled cheerfully. “I don’t mind, Ma’am. I am Mademoiselle’s personal maid, so until they arrive, I will do what you need of me.” She bustled out of the room.

I blinked. “Two apprentices, a cook, a housemaid and a personal maid for me? What is happening, Mother?”

She smiled and poured tea into a cup for me. “The Queen has set the Royal Seal to a document that appoints us the Royal Milliners. This makes our business rise in status, and we will become part of the outer edges of the court.”

“The queen can do that?” I stirred milk into my tea and sipped it, trying to hide my shock at the news.

“Of course. She is co-ruler of Enteria with the King.” Mother said pouring her tea.

I went to bed that night, in my new room, still trying to figure out what was happening. The way mother explained it seemed logical, but I was shocked by the speed that the changes were happening. I fell asleep thinking. At least it can’t get any more surreal than this.
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I was wrong of course. The rest of that year got stranger and stranger. Our debut at Court went well and orders flooded in. Mother took on several more workshop apprentices and I found myself teaching techniques when I wasn’t designing or making hats.

I lost touch with almost everyone I had grown up with; between the demands of the business and the need to fulfil orders, my spare time was completely full. Mother noticed and the next thing I knew, Rosina would take my initial models from me for replication or teach the apprentices instead. Simon Miller, the brother of my best friend Jenny was asked to give me riding lessons. Jenny and I went to the Temple Classes together and when I regained my freedom, we started going out riding together.

Mother and Madame Green began organising events for the older school pupils and apprentices; nothing elaborate, just things like Picnics by the lake, Afternoon Tea in each of the Guildhalls, Dances at the Town Hall. I attended each one conscientiously, wearing whatever Andrea insisted was appropriate.

I grew to appreciate the help that Andrea gave me. She’d been taught by Madame Green to be a Ladies Maid and when it came to putting on an appropriate gown and adding the right accessories, she had a certain flair. I was soon considered one of the most stylish young ladies in town.

She wasn’t interested in designing hats though. “I’m content to be who I am, Louisa. You on the other hand, clearly have a place to be in the higher echelons of society.”

I brushed the comment aside, but it returned to whisper in my ear at night. Mother said that Father was an important man. He obviously had money, as did Mother, but it didn’t pass to her when he died. The conundrum of who I was spun in my mind, and I plagued Mother with questions, although she wouldn’t say anything more than she had before.

The Year’s End Dance was one of the more important Town events that the Guild Council arranged each year. Anyone who was anyone in Ashgrove attended and in my mother’s eyes, that meant me.

“The Court is always invited as well; it will be a good chance for you to mingle with the younger members properly.” She said as Loretta measured me up for my first formal gown.

“They won’t want to mingle with me or anyone my age.” I said, “Jenny Miller says that they always stick together in a group when they come to events here.”

“They won’t have a choice this year. The Queen is attending, and she has very strong opinions on proper behaviour from her son and daughter.” Mother laughed.

Mother had been spending a lot of time at the Palace. She would always visit the Queen and have tea with her, but because we had an apartment in the palace as members of the Court, she’d often stay overnight.

Loretta coughed to attract our attention. “What colour do you want me to make this in, Louisa?”

I thought about the dresses I had seen in the Princess’ wardrobe. “Turquoise and silver, please. I’ve designed a fascinator to wear for the dance.”

“I don’t suppose you thought to...” Loretta began.

I hopped off the stool I had been standing on and picked up a small cotton pouch.  “Here, it’s got samples of the fabric and beads that I used.”

The dressmaker smiled as she took it. “I’ll use the finest materials to match it of course.” She closed her notebook and stuck her pencil into the hair at the base of her bun.

It had been snowing quite heavily and by the evening of the Dance, the Town Council had had to clear the roads into town using the Miller’s horse pushed snowplough. Most people had arrived at the Town Hall by the time we got there.

“The Queen hasn’t arrived yet though.” Madame Green said as we checked our coats into the Court Cloakroom. We were handed small dance cards, complete with a tiny pencil attached to a white ribbon. I tucked mine into the small matching pouch that Loretta had included with the dress.

“She will come.” Mother said.

“I just hope that nothing untoward happens.” Madame Green continued, “So many young women have been attacked recently.”

Mother shook her head. “Shh. We’ll talk about it later.” She gestured toward me.

I wasn’t paying that much attention though because Jenny Miller had just arrived, accompanied by her older brother. Simon Miller was two years older than us and had taught me to ride that summer, much to the jealousy of the other girls in town as he was one of the more handsome of Ashgrove’s eligible bachelors.

He smiled at me and offered me his other arm. “Come on Louisa, I’ll escort the two of you to a table.”

We’d settled into our seats and Simon had gone to get us some drinks when the court arrived. As the queen entered, everyone stood and genuflected. She was escorted by the Mayor to a set of tables on the dais that normally held the council table. Her Ladies-in-Waiting followed her and the Prince, Princess and their companions took the other seats.

The Mayor made a speech of welcome. Then he suggested that anyone who wished to dance should arrange their partners for the dances. I didn’t expect to get anyone asking me to dance, even though the gown Loretta had created was the most beautiful thing I owned.

Mother had taken a seat with the Queen and was refusing every gentleman who asked her to dance. Jenny had a fairly steady stream of boys asking her to dance, some she agreed to and wrote their names on her dance card, others she refused gently. As I thought, I didn’t get anyone approach, so I relaxed a little and watched everyone else.

Then Simon returned with our drinks and put them down on the table. He read through his sister’s dance card and laughed. “You’re a popular girl, Jenny.” 

“What about you? Are you going to dance with anyone?” she asked her brother 

“Of course, I am.” He put his name into the first dance space on her card, “It’s traditional for escorts to do the first and second dances, so there’s yours.” He turned to me. “Would you like to dance?”

I blinked and fumbled my dance card out of its pouch. He took it and signed his name into the second dance. “There you go.”

Then he looked around, spotted Princess Rose-Grace, and stood up. “Time to get some more ladies into my arms.”

“He’s asking the princess?” Jenny gasped.

I nodded and we both watched him weave his way through the crowd, bow to the Princess and speak to her. She tilted her head to one side, looked him up and down, smiled and nodded, writing his name on her card.

“He did it!” Jenny laughed as Simon moved on to his next conquest.

The queen said something to the Prince, who shrugged and stood up. Every girl around me, including Jenny, held their breath as he and his gentlemen companions stepped out into the crowd.

He won’t want to dance with me. I thought, and I was right. He swept right past our table and headed for the Mayor’s oldest daughter. The young man with the golden toothed smile asked Jenny to dance and once he had left her, I celebrated her excitement with her.

“Mademoiselle?” a male voice made me look round. It was the companion who had joked about me being pretty. “It has been a little while since we last met, but I trust that you remember me?”

I stared at him coolly. “I do, Lord Gilliesdown isn’t it?”

He bowed. “Indeed. The prince suggested that I might like to apologise to you for the upset and I can think of no better way to apologise, than by dancing with you.”

I considered it, then nodded. “Very well, I shall accept your apology.” I handed him my card and he pencilled himself in for the fourth dance and passed it back.

“Thank you.” He bowed and moved on.

That seemed to be the cue for the other town boys to ask me to dance and before long, I had only one dance left, the final one. I considered crossing it out, as I had the one before the interval.

“May I request your hand for a dance, Mademoiselle?” It was Prince Jacques, bowing before me.

Numbly I nodded and passed my card to him. He filled in the last dance space and smiled. “I shall see you later, Mademoiselle Louisa.”

My heart leapt. He knows my name?

The orchestra played the opening bars of a waltz
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