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      Solange ran her cold fingers across the crown of the hat she was working on, its velvet soft under her fingertips. A draft rattled the millinery's floor-to-ceiling windows and plucked at the hem of her skirts. She shivered. Madame Poulet kept her establishment colder than Solange would like. Surely she could afford a little more wood for the stove.

      Solange had become head trimmer at Madame Poulet's after five years of hard work and one day, she hoped to take over the millinery. Then she would properly heat the workroom.

      Dreams were lovely but at present, she had yet another bonnet to make for the middle-class women in the third arrondissment. She stood up from her workbench and stretched. The stool rocked on its uneven legs. When she was in charge of the shop, she was going to fix that wobbly stool, but not today. She was too busy trimming hats to bother fixing furniture. The flame of the oil lamp flickered as she walked by it to the framers' bench.

      “Jeanne, have you finished the frame for Madame Thibault's bonnet? She's expecting it to be finished the day after tomorrow.”

      The framer peeked up from her work. “Just about.”

      Solange leaned over to the framers' bench, cluttered with wire and pieces of buckram. The smell of the pungent glue the framers used tickled her nose. She peered down at the bonnet frame in Jeanne's hands. “Hold on. It's twisted right there. The wire isn't smooth.”

      Jeanne huffed out a breath and rolled her eyes. “I know but I've already stitched it down. It'll take ages to redo. Can't you hide it with some trim?”

      Solange grimaced. She could cover the flawed frame with some cleverly applied trim but she disliked poor quality.

      Madame called through the tapestry curtain dividing the workroom and the shop, “We don't produce shoddy work in this establishment, Jeanne. Fix the frame.”

      Jeanne and Solange exchanged rueful looks. Madame heard and saw everything.

      Jeanne shoved the frame away and twisted her face into a grimace. “It's going to take ages to fix this and I'm already behind.” Jeanne's voice trembled.

      Solange squeezed her shoulder and took the frame. “No, it won't. You just have to unstitch the end and twist it smooth with the pliers. It'll be fast. Here, let me show you.”

      Jeanne passed the little pliers to Solange and helped brace the frame. Within a few minutes, the frame brim was smooth and the stitches replaced.

      “That's amazing! Merci. How did you learn to do that?” Jeanne's brown eyes shone.

      Solange grinned and tipped her chin up, filled with pride. “I've done every job in this shop. I was a framer before being promoted to trimmer. And before that, I was an errand girl like Amelie.”

      “You know all the tricks. You'll have to show me more.”

      “Not today, my friend, I have far too much work of my own.”

      Solange sauntered over to the commodious fabric cupboard that stretched along most of one wall, and rummaged through for the fine grey wool the customer had requested to cover the bonnet. It was to be an everyday hat, something to keep off the rain, so Solange couldn't indulge herself creating elaborate embroidery or plumage. Still, it would be elegant. She would make sure of that. Nothing left her bench that wasn't at least elegant. Solange carried the bonnet frame back to her workbench and sat down on the rickety stool.

      She glanced over at Yvette, her fellow trimmer. The woman was close to her age and heavily pregnant. Today was her last day of work at Madame Poulet's. Solange would miss the competent Yvette with her dry wit.

      “Are you ready to give up work to stay home with the baby, Yvette?”

      Yvette rubbed her back and stretched. “Oh yes, and it will be good to put my feet up for a bit before the baby arrives. My ankles are huge. And my fingers are sausages!” She showed her swollen hands to Solange.

      “Poor you! How can you sew when you can't bend your fingers?” Solange inwardly berated herself for not noticing Yvette's puffy fingers earlier.

      Yvette shrugged. “It's awkward.”

      Solange pushed the wool for the bonnet frame over to Yvette. “Here, why don't you cut the fabric for this and I'll finish sewing on that trim. You can manage the scissors, right?”

      Yvette took the fabric and smiled at Solange. “You're sweet. I can manage cutting, I think.”

      Solange nodded and picked up the hat Yvette had been working on. The little hat had tight spots to angle a needle into. It was no wonder Yvette had struggled. Solange bit her lip and held the hat up to the light for a better view. The light from the tall windows was meagre today, obscured by the rain sluicing down the glass. Daytime rain. It was so inconvenient.

      “I miss the guaranteed sunny days before they turned off the Weather Machines, don't you?”

      Yvette’s gaze bounced from Solange then to the curtain dividing the room from the shop. “Hush, who knows who could hear you?”

      Solange sighed and slumped a little against her corset. “I know. Forbidden technology. Unnatural. But I really would like a little more sunlight to work by.”

      Madame swished into the room. “Light another oil lamp if you need more light. And don't speak so loudly if you're going to say such things.” She strolled the room, inspecting her hat makers' work, and commenting on flaws that would need repair. She hovered next to the trimmers and frowned. “Solange, I thought you were trimming Madame Thibault's bonnet. Why is Yvette doing it?”

      Solange held the tiny hat Yvette had been struggling with up to Madame for inspection. “We switched. This one's too difficult for her pudgy little fingers now.”

      Yvette and Solange grinned at each other.

      Madame reached down and took hold of Yvette's hand. “Mon dieu! Your fingers are like sausages.”

      “That's what I said, Madame.” Yvette's tone was dry. “Sausages. They don't look like fingers anymore.”

      Madame stroked Yvette's hand with her own gnarled one, then patted her shoulder. “That's it. No more work for you. I can't possibly make you work in this state. And don't worry about your pay, you'll get your full day's pay. Now off you go.”

      Yvette murmured her thanks and stood awkwardly, her belly enormous under her skirts. The others came to embrace her and offer words of encouragement. Finally she held her hands out to Solange, a smile wreathing her face. “Thank you so much for everything. You've been a delightful work mate. Someday it'll be your turn to leave to have your own family.”

      Solange smiled in response and shook her head. “Do you know how many sisters and brothers I have? I don't need my own children. I'll be swimming in nieces and nephews in a few years. Isabelle's first is due soon.”

      Yvette shook her head. “It's not the same as having your own.”

      “As you will soon find out. Let's get you moving. We don't want to keep you on your feet.” Solange cocked her head and smiled a half-smile. “I'll miss you. Be well.”

      Then Yvette was gone, in a flurry of called out farewells and waves. The workroom was too quiet without her. Solange took a sip of her vervaine tisane and made a face. It had gone cold, and the lemony taste bittered. Yvette's parting words about Solange having children of her own had made her pause. She had never wanted babies, especially after seeing Maman struggle so many times. And children were expensive. Not to mention, a man would be required and Solange knew she wasn't interested in men. So there would be no husband, no children for her. She would be unencumbered, free to pursue her dream of being a successful businesswoman. And lovely ladies were too much of a distraction, so no special friends either.

      But how was she going to finish all these hats without Yvette? With a groan, she sank onto the wobbly stool and picked up Yvette's unfinished hat.
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      Louise-Marie should have been dressing for the garden party at Versailles but the unfinished hat beckoned from her worktable. She leaned against the window frame, enjoying the warm sunlight streaming in the tall windows of the elegant flat, her family’s Paris home during the season on the Rue de Varenne. The white walls and high ceilings almost glowed in the light.

      Hopefully today the sunny weather would continue. A rainy garden party didn't appeal.

      Day rain still astonished her. For most of her life, when the Weather Machines were working, the rain only came at night. The Scientists had manipulated the weather to guarantee good crops. But the new king had ordered all the Weather Machines destroyed, his hatred for all technology absolute. Sunny skies were no longer guaranteed.

      She pulled her gaze away from the window. Better return to work on her latest hat before the clouds gathered and before her mother descended upon her to dress.

      She hurried to her worktable, nearly tripping as her skirts and petticoats tangled around her ankles. With a huff of irritation, she kicked them out of her way and bunched them up. No one was here to see her ungraceful progress across the room. Her slippers shuffled on the wooden floor, her metal foot dragging a little as always when she wasn't careful, despite a lifetime of being Augmented. She plopped herself down on the stool next to her worktable, fighting to move the draperies of her overskirt out of her way. Why did fashionable gowns have to be so very bulky? She leaned across the table and picked up her current project, a charming little round hat covered in teal silk. The hat would be a surprise for her mother, matching a new gown she’d commissioned this past week. She’d purchased the hat form but covered it herself with fabric she’d weaselled out of her mother’s modiste. Louise-Marie smiled fondly at her creation. The silk was stretched tightly across the hat frame with no creases, just like a professional milliner would make. It still needed trimming but it already looked good.

      She reached for a reel of black velvet ribbon and stroked a finger across it, sighing at its softness. Louise-Marie put the ribbon down and poked around her sewing box for matching thread and a needle. She sighed happily and began sewing the ribbon onto the crown of the hat.

      A tap on the door made her jump and she turned to see her mother peeking around the door. Louise-Marie gasped and grabbed a piece of plain muslin to throw over the hat.

      She stood, obscuring her mother’s view of the cluttered worktable. “Good morning, Maman. Your outfit is lovely today.” Her mother was resplendent in an elaborately draped blue and rust gown, trimmed with countless layers of pleated ruffles. She appeared far too young to be her mother.

      Maman frowned, scrutinising her daughter’s outfit. “Louise-Marie, you’re not wearing that old dress to Versailles. Why haven’t you changed? We’re leaving in less than an hour.” She glanced around Louise-Marie’s room. “Where is your maid? And what have you been doing all morning? You haven’t even dressed your hair.”

      Louise-Marie put her hand to her head. Her curly hair was still bound in a long braid from the night before. She’d sent her maid away after dressing in an old day gown. She bit her lip and shrugged. “I’ve been busy. I didn't realise the time.”

      Her mother shook her head and sighed. Her own hair was arranged in elaborate braids and curls. Her mother’s maid must have spent an hour just on her hair, let alone the intricate layers of clothing she was wearing. And however could she breathe in that corset? She was cinched in so tightly, she could hardly turn her torso.

      “I will summon your maid. We don’t have much time for you to get ready. What were you doing?” She peered suspiciously at the worktable. “Were you making hats?”

      A flush warmed Louise-Marie's cheeks. She dropped her gaze, avoiding her mother's eyes.

      Maman stalked over to the worktable and swept the muslin-covered hat to the floor, then swirled back to face Louise-Marie. “Louise-Marie! You know how important the event at Versailles today is for our family. We have finally secured an invitation to Court after months of waiting. And your Papa has negotiated a betrothal for you that will raise us higher in the nobility. We’ll be meeting your fiancé to sign the betrothal papers and receive the king’s blessing for your nuptials in a few days.”

      Louise-Marie jerked her gaze from the bundle on the floor to her mother’s face. “Betrothal? But you and Papa said I wouldn't have to marry until I was ready. I can’t marry, Maman!” Her heart hammered in her chest and her loose corset squeezed the breath out of her. She sat down on her stool, her legs too shaky to support her.

      Her mother huffed and walked across the room to her. “Nonsense, you’re twenty-two years old, older than I was when I married your father. Plenty of girls your age are already married.”

      Tears clogged Louise-Marie's throat. “But you said I didn't have to marry at all if I didn't want to.” She turned baffled eyes to her mother. “And I don’t even know the man you are betrothing me to. How can you do this to me? Maman, it’s not feudal times. People don’t just marry strangers.”

      A hard smile tightened her mother's face. She waved her hand in dismissal. “Don’t be melodramatic. You’ll have plenty of time to acquaint yourself with your fiancé before the wedding. As long as he remains unaware of your—foot. We don't want the king hearing of it and banishing you from Court.” She paced closer to Louise-Marie and took her limp, damp hand in hers. She patted it as if it were a lapdog. “I know we had talked about you staying home and not marrying but this opportunity is a coup, ma chere. The comte de Suaterre is one of the king’s favourites. His family hasn't been noble for as long as ours but they're not nouveau riche. This union will be fortuitous for our family. We’ll be invited to Court again, not just for the events everyone is invited to like today. Our association with the old monarchs forgotten. Your Papa may even receive an appointment to serve His Majesty at Court.”

      Louise-Marie pulled her hand away. “Why does the king care who I marry? I heard he refuses to marry since the church won't let him wed the comte de la Fontaine. Why do I have to marry if he doesn't?”

      “Don't be ridiculous. He's the king. He does as he wishes. You are a noblewoman. Your duty is to marry and improve the family's standing.”

      After years without talk of marriage, Louise-Marie had begun to hope that she'd be left in peace at home, not going to Court and hearing the barbs from her former friends. Now she was to be sacrificed to a man for the family.

      “But what if he discovers that I am Augmented before we are wed? His Majesty is still unaware of my foot but if I am to spend more time at Court, someone will notice it. And some of the girls who waited on her Majesty are still there and might speak out.”

      Maman grimaced. “We will be very careful to hide your foot. Wear the tall boots. Everything will be well. And your marriage will make us so proud. Those girls will be envious of you and beg for your friendship. Now come, we must get you dressed. Where is that maid?”

      Louise-Marie’s mind swirled with thoughts of her future, a future ruled by a stranger. This may be good for the family but would it be good for her? She wasn't interested in a husband and children. Her own wishes and desires were being swept aside for the family's aspirations.

      Her mother glided over to Louise-Marie's cream damask-covered bed and yanked the bell pull hanging there. She dislodged the old doll sitting on the bed and it fell to the floor. She glared down at it, too tightly laced to bend far enough to pick it up. She gestured at the floppy doll on the floor, its arms and legs askew. “Why do you still keep this thing? It’s ancient and you are much too old for dolls. You must show your husband that you are a mature woman, not a child.” She gestured to the muslin-wrapped hat on the floor. “And you’ll be expected to run his household so you’ll have to give up your little hat-making hobby. I can’t imagine that’s something he’d approve of.”

      Louise-Marie struggled to keep her face placid. She couldn’t let her mother see how much it hurt to hear the disdain for Louise-Marie’s dearest occupation. Maman truly thought that this was just a hobby. And once married, she was expected to give up her joy, her artistry. For a man. She’d never wanted to marry, never wanted to have children or run someone’s household. But now her family was relying on her to marry and propel them into the upper echelons of the Court at Versailles. What if she refused? Could she refuse? She somehow doubted she would be taken seriously.

      “Has Papa already signed betrothal papers? Am I not supposed to sign them too?”

      Maman laughed. “Of course you’ll have to sign the betrothal papers. Pay attention. We’ll be going to Versailles again in a few days. As you said, we’re not living in feudal times. You’re not chattel to be sold. This is an agreement between families, a merger of noble families.”

      So the betrothal was not yet final. Louise-Marie cocked her head. “Our family will be elevated at Court. But what will he receive? Is he in need of my dowry? Am I to marry an impoverished nobleman?”

      Her mother’s cheeks pinkened and she glanced away. “Of course we're providing an ample dowry. It’s how it’s done. We’re not paupers. Besides, your grandmother left a tidy sum to you for your dowry.”

      Louise-Marie walked over to the doll and picked it up. She smoothed its faded pink dress and gazed into its blue glass eyes. “Grandmere gave this to me when I was little. The doll can go to the nursery. For my children.” She winced inwardly at her words. Children. She liked children in theory. They seemed sweet playing in the parks, sailing their little toy boats and skipping rope, but having her own? The thought didn't interest her in the slightest.

      “What a lovely idea. I had forgotten that your grandmother had gifted it to you.”

      The old doll was musty but Louise-Marie hugged it close to her chest. Would Grandmere have wanted her to marry a stranger for his position? “Did Grandmere specify that the money was to be used as a dowry? I didn’t know she’d left anything for me.”

      Maman laughed, a short, brittle laugh. “Of course it was for a dowry. What else would you need money for?”

      Louise-Marie smiled wanly and nodded. “Yes, of course.” She would rather have her Grandmere alive than have her money left for a dowry for a marriage she had never wanted.

      “Ah, here’s your maid. Quickly, now, on with your Court dress. Fortunately you’re still young and lovely. It won’t take long to make you presentable.”

      Louise-Marie crossed to her dressing table and sat down obediently, submitting to her maid’s ministrations. As Maman said, it wouldn’t take long to dress her hair. It wouldn’t be as elaborate a coiffure as her mother’s but Louise-Marie didn’t need to make a fuss. It wasn’t like the old Court when they were all expected to wear heavy, tall wigs and panniered dresses from the eighteenth century. The new king was a Naturalist and preferred to see his courtiers in simple coiffures and current fashions. At least that Louise-Marie had in common with him. This potential fiancé would probably have similar aesthetics. As if that was enough to build a life with someone. And there was the problem of her Augmented foot. Louise-Marie sighed. She couldn’t seem to generate excitement at the idea of marriage. She peeked at the shrouded hat lying on the floor, a flash of teal visible at the edge of its covering.
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      The milliner's shop was full of customers, with their chatter and clouds of warring perfumes, but when the red-haired aristocrat stepped through the door, Solange couldn't take her eyes off her. She turned from the customer she was waiting on, lowering the order book to the counter. Sunlight haloed the young woman, lighting up the red-gold curls frizzed around her face. She was pale, a true redhead, with a dusting of light freckles across her cheeks. No shop girl or woman from around here could afford the high fashion she wore so she had to be rich. She evoked a perfect pure-white courtier from the old regime, even moving like the automatons of that court, stiff but graceful, as if trained from birth to be in complete control of her movements. Solange had rarely seen a woman so beautiful.

      She hated her instantly.

      Amelie sidled up to Solange, dodging the customers who milled about the counters. She pushed her dark curls off her face. “Grand, isn't she? Look at the fur trim on her gown. It must have cost a fortune.”

      “What's that to me?” Solange scrunched her nose at Amelie and shrugged. She scrutinised the aristo's outfit. To be that fashionable, it was definitely expensive. From her beaver bonnet with the ostrich plumes to her wool overcoat to the cashmere suit below it. An older woman with the same pointed chin and cupid's bow mouth followed her in, her dress even more elaborately detailed. No doubt her mother. The shop wasn't in a fashionable part of Paris so a pair of rich aristocrats discovering Madame Poulet's was a bit of a mystery.

      As if she had heard Solange's thoughts, the girl turned to her mother with a restrained smile. “Maman, you see. I told you it was a milliner. Oh, it's charming in here.” Her voice was light and almost breathy, as if she hesitated to speak aloud.

      Her mother's face remained placid, stuck in a polite mask. She nodded and gestured to Madame Poulet to approach. Solange's shoulders tightened. How dare she treat Madame like a common errand girl? Her customer's lapdog let out a series of high-pitched yaps. Solange winced at the noise. Or like a pet. She faced her waiting customer but could still see the aristocratic girl on the edge of her vision.

      The aristo drifted towards a counter against the side of the room. Madame approached, her expression pleasant, not betraying any offence from the aristocrat's behaviour. She greeted the aristocratic lady and her daughter, all smiles, her taffeta skirts rustling. “Bonjour, madame and mademoiselle. I am Madame Poulet. Welcome to my establishment. How may I assist you today?”

      Solange rolled her eyes. Amelie stifled a giggle and backed into the workroom. Probably to share the news with Jeanne and Suzanne that a pair of actual aristocrats were in their shop. The fluffy lapdog in her customer's arms yipped again, and Solange smiled an apology. The customer's mouth spread flat into an unforgiving line. Solange picked up the order book and scribbled the customer's instruction.

      The young aristo flipped through the rainbow of fabric swatches in the sample book, then, trailing a gloved finger along the hats on display, wandered closer to Solange. She stopped to peer at a round hat that Solange had been particularly proud of and Solange caught a hint of her perfume, a light floral scent. She drew a deep breath. The scent suited the redhead.

      The girl plucked the hat off the stand and turned it over, examining the interior. Solange’s fingers tightened around the pen she was using to write her customer's order. What was she doing with that round hat? Examining it for flaws so she could warn her mother from purchasing a hat here? She'd find nothing wrong with her hat, Solange was certain.

      I spent hours on that hat—every stitch and seam are perfect.

      Her customer cleared her throat, obviously losing patience, and Solange faced her with a muttered apology. They flipped through the swatches together, examining the colours and textures of the fabric choices. Solange fought for concentration. She was never like this. Someone bumped into her shoulder and she turned her head. The sight and sweet floral scent of the red-haired aristo inches away filled her senses. Her body trembled and she let out a tiny gasp. The aristo's pale cheeks lit up with a fierce blush and she stammered an apology before backing away.

      Solange swallowed and murmured a non-committal response, struggling to regain her poise. The aristo moved away, not meeting Solange's eyes, her cheeks pink. The hat was still perched on her delicate fingers. Despite her awkwardness, she'd managed not to drop it.

      The aristo turned towards Madame Poulet. “Madame Poulet, the workmanship on this round hat is exquisite. The stitching is almost invisible.” Her soft voice quavered. She sat down on the squeaky chair in front of a mirror and raised the hat to her head.

      Madame Poulet stood behind her, her hands clasped to her ample bosom, beaming. “We do only superior work here, mademoiselle. I appreciate your eye for quality. Not many pay that close attention.”

      Solange listened to her customer's final requests with only part of her mind. The rest of her was trying to hear what Madame and the aristo were saying over the chattering of the other customers. The aristo knew a lot about hat-making, that was obvious from the way she had traced a finger along the seams, lingering on the tightly attached feathers. Madame Poulet wore a smile of delight as she shared her knowledge with the interested aristocrat.

      Solange finished the customer's order and bid her farewell, giving her little dog a quick scratch behind the ears. Hopefully she hadn't missed any important details on the order while distracted by the beautiful aristo strolling around her shop and complimenting her work.

      She shifted on her feet, unwilling to join the conversation but not wanting to go back to the workroom yet. Watching the quiet excitement on the aristo's face fascinated her. A flush painted her cheeks and her eyes grew bright as she discussed something that obviously interested her deeply.

      Her mother wasn't as thrilled. She strolled around the room, her heels tapping on the wood floor, scanning the few hats on display without much interest and completely ignoring the other customers. Her face revealed little but polite boredom. She passed Solange without a word, just a cursory examination, a quick up and down glance. Solange gritted her teeth and dipped into a perfunctory curtsy. She wasn't going to open her mouth to address the noblewoman and be mocked for her accent.

      With one more glance across the room at Madame Poulet and the aristo girl, she turned to go back to her work. Lingering here to eavesdrop on the conversation wasn't going to finish those hats. She had far too much work to do and Madame Thibault would be expecting her bonnet this afternoon.
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      Louise-Marie noted the brunette shop girl’s disappearance into the backroom as soon as she moved. Who was she? She worked at the shop, assisting customers with orders but what did she do behind the heavy tapestry curtain that separated the shop from the workroom? Louise-Marie tried to pay attention to the fascinating information regarding millinery techniques that Madame Poulet was telling her but her mind kept drifting back to the elegant woman who had watched her so intently.

      “The shop girl who was out here earlier. Does she frame hats as well as wait on customers?”

      Madame Poulet shook her head. “Solange? No, she is a trimmer.” She continued her lecture on the necessity of precise framing.

      Louise-Marie felt compelled to see the glowering shop girl again, to find out more about her. She interrupted Madame Poulet with a smile and a softly spoken request. “May I see your workroom? I would be most intrigued to see how a professional establishment sets up their worktables and materials.”

      Madame Poulet smiled, uncertainty writ across her face, and glanced at Louise-Marie’s mother. “I’m not sure that your mother would approve.” The aristocratic woman sat paging through a magazine of the latest hat designs, her back rigidly upright.

      Louise-Marie gave Madame a shy smile from under her eyelashes. “Please don’t worry. I don’t think she’ll be concerned. Just for a moment?” She held her breath, hoping Madame would agree to show her the mysterious workings of her shop and her intriguing employee.

      Madame creased her brow and rubbed nervously at her waist. After several endless moments, she gave a short, quick nod. “Very well. But just for a minute.”

      A surge of excitement raced through Louise-Marie’s stomach but she hid it from her expression as she’d been trained. All that she let slip was a tiny twitch of her lips.

      Madame led the way into the workroom, holding back the curtain separating the two rooms so that Louise-Marie could step through. Louise-Marie shot a quick glance back to make sure Maman was still occupied. She entered the room tugging the twisted fabric of her dress away from her feet, careful as always to conceal her Augmentation. The endless layers her mother insisted she wear always got in her way.

      The workroom was a treasure trove of the milliners’ arts to Louise-Marie’s sheltered view. Light from the windows at the back of the room and the oil lamps glowed off rich velvet ribbons and soft wools at one of the worktables. The brunette shop girl sat working at one of the tables, head bent over a grey wool bonnet. A pile of bare hat frames was stacked near her. She was attaching a black ruffle to the back of the bonnet, using tiny, delicate stitches and didn't acknowledge their appearance.

      Madame waved a hand towards the bench where the shop girl sat. “This is our trimming table. Solange here is my head trimmer, although currently my only one. We usually have two trimmers but our second recently left us to start her family. It’s a difficult job, requiring a great deal of skill, as I’m sure you know, mademoiselle.”

      The trimmer she’d named as Solange glanced up from her work. Their gazes tangled then Solange appeared to dismiss her presence and resumed sewing.

      Louise-Marie tried not to feel slighted by the trimmer, Solange. She nodded her agreement to Madame’s statement, still watching Solange. “And creativity. A good trimmer must have an eye for colour and form.”

      Solange’s mouth twitched. Was she laughing at her? Louise-Marie squelched a surge of insecurity. She understood the theory and practice of millinery. She had studied with art tutors. Spoken to several milliners. Read all the books on millinery she could find. Made her own creations.

      Solange's dark eyes met Louise-Marie's. “Professional millinery is a world away from the trifles you aristos play with.”

      Louise-Marie's mouth dropped open, but she said nothing in return. Obviously the other woman thought of her as a dilettante.

      Madame gestured toward the other bench. “Our framers have their table and supplies are in this part of the room. Close enough to Solange that she doesn’t have to go far to retrieve the frames but not so close that she is distracted by them.”

      One of the framers turned around and grinned at Madame. “Madame, you are unkind! We would never distract Solange from her artistry, would we, Suzanne?”

      The other framer glanced up, looking like a startled rabbit, and shook her head without speaking. Madame shook her head at the girl’s teasing.

      Louise-Marie bobbed a small curtsy to Madame, an automatic gesture that caused joy to dance across the older woman’s face. “I do appreciate the glimpse into your work. I have created several of my own hats but never for payment. It’s illuminating to see how professionals work.”

      Madame turned to usher her out. “It was my pleasure, mademoiselle. It’s quite fashionable for the noble ladies to create their own little confections, isn’t it?”

      Louise-Marie glanced back at Solange. They both had a low opinion of her skills. She shook her head. “That’s not what I meant at all. Little scraps of ribbon and lace? I make real hats, Madame. I made this one.” She gestured to the beaver hat she wore.

      Madame paused and her eyes widened. She leaned closer to examine Louise-Marie’s hat. “You made this hat? It’s very nicely done. My compliments, mademoiselle.”

      Louise-Marie ducked her head in embarrassment. She hated boasting. “Let me clarify. I purchased the frame but did all the trimming myself.”

      Madame nodded approvingly. Louise-Marie glanced back and caught Solange watching her. Her eyebrows were drawn together in a frown, her full mouth pinched. Was the haughty Solange annoyed? But at what? Louise-Marie couldn’t tell. She turned back to Madame and thanked her profusely for her time. Maman would be impatient to leave although Louise-Marie could have stayed all day. She gazed back over her shoulder for one more glimpse of Solange, already back at work, her competent hands tugging fabric across a frame. Louise-Marie exhaled a sigh, wishing she could join her at the worktable. But Solange was a real milliner. Louise-Marie had to return to her stifling aristocratic world and squash her unrealistic dreams.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Louise-Marie left the milliner’s shop reluctantly. Maman insisted that they move on to their next errand; more shopping for her trousseau that felt like it would never end. She waited at the side of their carriage for the footman’s assistance, her eyes tracing the worn gilt ornamentation on the door. Maman and Papa cherished the wealth and grandeur of their position, but Louise-Marie wasn’t interested in any of it. If she could just be left alone to create, she would never put on another fashionable instrument of torture again. She loved hats, the more elaborate, the better, but she didn’t want to wear the fashionable outfits required to complement them. They were just so constraining. The milliners at Madame Poulet's wore simple, practical outfits. They looked comfortable, without the endless ruffles and skirts Maman insisted on.

      Her mother stuck her head out of the carriage. “Come along, Louise-Marie, stop daydreaming.” Louise-Marie realised the footman had been standing at her side, hand outstretched for some time. She apologised in a mumble and allowed herself to be lifted into the carriage. The dim interior hid her mother’s expression but Louise-Marie knew that she wasn’t happy with her daughter.

      “You spent far too much time speaking with that coarse shopkeep, Louise-Marie. You must remember these people are in service to us, they are not equals. One must not allow them to become too familiar.”

      Louise-Marie stifled a sigh. She pulled her fan out of her reticule and shook it open, then gently fanned herself. “Of course, Maman. I apologise. My enthusiasm got the better of me.”

      Her mother shifted in her seat and retrieved her own fan. The sun was pleasant but quickly warmed the stuffy carriage. “This enthusiasm as you refer to it. Louise-Marie, it does not become a woman of noble stature. I thought it a fine thing to allow you some freedom to develop a hobby befitting a lady but this has gone too far. You will have to put such childish pursuits aside when you are married.”

      Louise-Marie gulped back tears but said nothing. The clopping of the horses’ hooves as they drove through the Paris streets was the only sound. She knew her mother’s opinion about hat-making but she needed something to do with her time besides gossiping and going to parties. Madame Poulet and Solange were professional women. They had created lives without someone else to manage them. They made their own decisions and were free to follow their own dreams. They weren't children. But she was expected to submit to someone else’s desires. How was that not childish?

      After spending time with professional milliners, she envied their lives. Independent, creative, unrestrained by societal demands. They weren't told who to marry, what to wear, or how to behave. She pulled back the curtain and stared out of the window, seeing women alone and in pairs. They walked along the pavements, free from the constraints on her own life. From her carriage window, they appeared happy and carefree.

      She glanced back at her mother. In the daylight, her face
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