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Chapter 1: A Pattern Too Difficult

On the first Thursday in April, Nora Kelleher discovered that the bride would have to be furnished with either a second pair of arms or a great deal less lace. She made the discovery at half past eight in the morning, in the upper workroom of Saint Agatha's, where the windows admitted a light as colourless as dishwater and twenty-four wooden bobbins had already fallen to the floor. Rain dragged itself along the panes. Below them the street was waking in stages: a cart over cobbles, a boy calling the price of onions, the impatient bell of a bicycle. Inside, six women bent over patterns, and the sharp little music of their work rose and fell without anybody conducting it.

The drawing from Verhaegen & Fils lay beneath a sheet of tracing paper. Across the upper margin someone had written, in elegant French, that the design must suggest a continuous garden. The instruction was charming and completely impossible. A border of lilies wandered from the cuff into a panel of climbing stems; the stems met a second arrangement of flowers whose repeating unit would have expanded the sleeve to twice its intended width. Nora had measured it three times, once with ordinary thread, once with a paper strip, and once with the narrow linen tape which she kept hidden from lending because people used it to tie parcels. Every measurement gave the same answer.

She was not irritated by difficulty. A difficult pattern meant that someone had imagined something worth attempting. She was irritated by instructions written by people who considered calculation beneath the dignity of beauty. On the corner of the worktable stood a little ceramic pot containing two dead violets. Somebody had tried to revive them by pouring water into the saucer, as if drowning and thirst were the same condition. Nora looked at the flowers, looked at the impossible sleeve, and felt an unreasonable kinship with both.

'If you look at that paper any longer,' said Odile, working at the next pillow, 'you will frighten it into obedience.'

'It has had every opportunity to obey voluntarily.' Nora caught an escaping pin between her fingers. 'The difficulty is not the drawing. The difficulty is that the drawing was prepared for a woman with no elbows.'

Odile laughed into the pins held between her lips, then stopped when Sister Colette entered. The supervisor carried a flat basket of bread and a ledger whose covers had grown soft as cloth. At sixty, Sister Colette possessed the expression of a woman who had considered most excuses and found a few of them reasonable. She set down the basket, counted the workers with her eyes, and noticed the untouched slice on Nora's plate.

'Have you eaten?'

'I had tea.'

'Tea does not pay the body's expenses, Mademoiselle Kelleher.'

'It has been attempting the arrangement for twenty-six years, Sister.'

'And yet the debt continues to rise.' Sister Colette pushed the bread nearer. 'Eat while you explain why the Verhaegen order has not advanced.'

Nora placed one pin at each turning of the proposed floral repeat. Sister Colette listened without interrupting. She was a capable embroiderer herself, though arthritis now made her hands uncertain, and she had no patience for the sentimental suggestion that fine work depended on a mysterious feminine instinct. A girl could be taught a stitch; nobody learned accurate arithmetic through prayer alone.

'You could leave out the outer leaf,' she said at last.

'That would save a little. But then the flower is not the flower in the drawing. Look how the line breaks just above the wrist.' Nora moved her finger, careful not to touch the graphite. 'One could alter the ground mesh, of course. Then it becomes heavier and the fall is wrong. The maker will be blamed for a design that has defeated her before she began.'

'And the gentleman paying for it?'

'He might discover that flowers obey geometry more faithfully than they obey gentlemen.'

Sister Colette's mouth tightened, which Nora knew to be the first sign of amusement. 'The gentleman is coming at eleven. I suggest you discover a manner of saying that which permits him to return.'

'If he wants the lace, he'll have to return.'

'We want the commission, too.' The nun glanced toward the women at their pillows. 'There are twelve households whose rent will be easier if this order holds. A point may be entirely true and still be said stupidly.'

This rebuke was so reasonable that Nora disliked it. She ate the bread, made herself swallow each mouthful, and began a new calculation on the reverse of a discarded notice. Her own lodging was three streets away, above a widow's kitchen, with a coal fire that smoked in damp weather and a bed that had been described as narrow but adequate by someone who had evidently never slept in it. She sent money home when she could. She was twenty-six, employed, healthy, and ordinarily able to keep her accounts without drama. Yet one cancelled order would force her to choose between new boots and the next remittance to Cork. No one need know how close such choices stood together.

Her mother had written on Monday. The letter, flattened beneath Nora's notebook, contained news of a neighbour's wedding, an argument about the price of coal, and three affectionate enquiries that were in fact demands for information. Mairéad Kelleher had asked whether the Belgians were civil, whether the food was nourishing, and whether Nora had thought again about coming home. Nora had replied that the Belgians were wonderfully courteous, that the meals were generous, and that there was not the least reason to worry. The first was often true, the second was occasionally true, and the third depended upon the day.

She had come to Ghent through the recommendation of Mrs. Eithne O'Shea, a Cork craftswoman whose hands shook too badly to work fine thread now but whose judgment remained formidable. Mrs. O'Shea had known a Belgian lace merchant through exhibitions and charitable orders, and she had persuaded Sister Colette to take Nora on trial. The first three months had been humiliating in unexpected ways. Nora could draw, work and repair lace better than many established designers, but she had to ask for the French word for an invoice, and when someone spoke Flemish across her shoulder the room became a country in which she had no citizenship at all. Since then she had learned to bargain politely in French, recognise names on the tram, and apologise for the wrong things in two languages. This seemed to her a substantial education.

At ten, a messenger boy arrived with a second envelope bearing the Verhaegen stamp. Sister Colette opened it, read it once, and asked Nora to put down her pencil. The firm was sending not one man but two: its director's son and the manager responsible for textile production. They wished to examine the revised pattern and the cost before approving the work. The boy waited for a receipt and stared at the bobbins as if they were an elaborate method of tying someone to a chair.

'Will they want samples?' Nora asked.

'One would imagine.'

'Then we ought to show them the sample that works, not the one which merely looks pretty on paper.'

'You may show them both,' said Sister Colette, 'provided you do not accuse anyone of possessing imaginary elbows.'

Nora took the warning seriously enough to wash the ink from her fingers. It did not all come off. Nor did the marks left by the pins; the callus on her right forefinger was a small raised history of years spent persuading fine material to behave. She put on the brown jacket she reserved for meetings and found a black ribbon to restrain her hair. In the cracked mirror beside the door, her coppery fringe escaped almost at once. She tucked it back with a pin, considered the freckles that appeared stubbornly even in grey weather, and decided that a face could be tidy without becoming agreeable.

Bastien Verhaegen arrived seven minutes late and with the look of a man whose morning had been divided into pieces by other people's needs. He paused at the entrance to let Prosper Maes enter first, an act of ordinary courtesy that confused the younger messenger waiting beside them. Bastien was not particularly handsome in the smooth fashion of gentlemen whose portraits hung in shop windows; his hair retreated slightly at the temples, his green-grey eyes looked tired, and a dark mark of ink disfigured his left cuff. His coat, however, was perfectly cut. He removed his hat, observed the room with the trained quickness of someone accustomed to working spaces, and greeted Sister Colette in careful Flemish before switching to French for the benefit of the visitors.

Prosper was broad-shouldered, reserved and evidently older. He held a notebook, a little too tightly. While Bastien attended to the supervisor, Prosper watched a young worker straighten a twisted thread without stopping the motion of her hands. His expression was that of a man calculating both speed and cost. Nora disliked being measured from a distance, though she knew factories paid their wages through such calculations.

Sister Colette presented the order. 'Mademoiselle Kelleher has prepared a correction. She believes the original repeat will not produce the sleeve specified.'

'Believes?' Bastien asked, not unkindly.

'Knows,' Nora said, before the older woman could reply. 'I beg your pardon. I have made the measurements.'

He turned toward her properly. 'Then show me. I would much rather be corrected now than have a wedding garment delivered which cannot be worn.'

The answer surprised her. It was also the first sensible thing anyone connected with the order had said. She lifted the tracing paper, displayed the original measurements, and used thread to follow the intended line. Bastien asked where the surplus width entered; she indicated the repeat. He asked whether cutting the panels separately would resolve the difficulty; she explained that the joins would interrupt the very continuous garden his designer had specified. He watched her hands more closely than her face.

'What if we reduce the blossoms?' he asked.

'We could make each lily smaller. Then the leaves would resemble parsley and your sister would spend her wedding disguised as supper.'

Prosper coughed. Bastien's expression changed by a fraction. 'My sister is not marrying parsley, Mademoiselle Kelleher. I hope that point is understood.'

'I should be relieved to hear it, monsieur. Parsley is unreliable in the cold.'

For the first time Bastien smiled fully, though it seemed to start against his intention. 'You have a better proposal?'

'I have one that exists.'

She brought forward the corrected sheet. The floral units had been adjusted so that the stems advanced at a slower rate around the cuff; a narrow reserve of unworked ground would permit the sleeve to turn without pulling. The design was not less elegant, merely less obstinate. Nora had also drawn a corresponding border for the hem, where the smaller lilies could echo the larger ones without requiring a perfect repetition.

Prosper leaned closer. 'You have altered the transfer points.'

'Yes. I thought them the cause of the trouble.'

'Our drawing room approved them.'

'Then your drawing room does not make lace.'

Sister Colette murmured a warning. Nora felt heat rise beneath her collar and wished she had chosen another sentence. Bastien, however, asked Prosper to fetch the original specification from his notebook. They stood together comparing the two versions, their heads bent toward the same light. If Bastien found her impertinent, he gave no sign of it; his questions grew more exact, and the conversation moved from manners to the practical problem. He asked how many hours would be saved, how many additional pins required, how the weight would sit against silk, and whether the wider border could be produced without spoiling its tension. Nora answered what she knew and refused to invent what she did not.

At one point Bastien produced a pencil of his own and tried to sketch a solution. He drew a stem that narrowed at the wrong moment, then looked offended when Nora turned the page around. 'You have made a very successful representation of a crooked carrot,' she said. 'I am afraid it is not a lily.'

'My gifts do not include horticulture.'

'Nor, evidently, botany.'

'You are determined that we should not be friends.'

'We have known one another twelve minutes, monsieur. I would settle for an accurate invoice.'

A laugh escaped Prosper this time, sudden and brief. Sister Colette looked toward the ceiling as if consulting a higher authority about the wisdom of employing Irishwomen. Yet the older manager studied the corrected design again and nodded. 'She is right about the strain,' he said. 'If the ground carries weight across that join it will twist.'

Bastien glanced at him. A peculiar hesitation passed between them. Nora did not know either man well enough to interpret it; Prosper looked down almost immediately. Bastien straightened and asked her to calculate the difference in time between the old and new methods. Nora had prepared the figures already. She brought out her notebook and named a price which made her stomach uneasy even though she knew it was fair. Bastien repeated it, not bargaining yet, and compared it with the firm's allowance.

'It will require more time at the beginning,' Nora explained, 'but less unpicking later. I have charged for what I expect to use, not for accidents we have no intention of making.'

'Accidents have a way of occurring without consulting intentions.'

'Then you might leave us enough margin to survive one.'

He examined her figures. His father, she thought, would probably have objected to the last remark. Bastien merely asked for a clearer division between the design fee and the workroom's labour, and she saw that he wished to know who would actually receive the money. Sister Colette supplied the payroll arrangement in practical detail: the women were paid for their hours and skill, not by flattering the purchaser about charitable need. Bastien listened with apparent care. The workshop employed wives, unmarried daughters and widows; some came only during school hours, some took work home when illness prevented them attending. The order's completion mattered more than the purchaser could see from the handsome drawing.

'You cannot ask the best workers to lose two weeks correcting somebody else's pride,' Sister Colette said.

'No,' Bastien answered. 'And I don't mean to.'

He signed the revision in the margin. It was not a grand gesture, only a quick signature beside the change of measurements. Yet Nora felt the exhaustion of the morning recede. The design could be made. The workers would be paid. Her own name would remain attached to the correction. Relief was a very plain sort of pleasure, but it felt more precious at that moment than compliments.

When Prosper took the papers to the window for a better look, Bastien observed an old portfolio stacked beneath Nora's samples. On its cover somebody had written the name of her mentor, Eithne O'Shea, in a fading hand. 'Is that your own work?' he asked.

'The portfolio belonged to the woman who trained me. She gave me some designs and lent me others for reference.'

'Irish lace?'

'Among other things. Lace has travelled much farther than most of its makers, monsieur. So have patterns.' She closed the portfolio gently. 'I keep it for the things she taught me to notice.'

He looked at the old clasp without opening it. 'A design is a curious possession. A man who buys a bolt of cloth knows he has bought cloth. A man who pays for a drawing sometimes believes he has bought the hands that can make it.'

The thought was unexpectedly precise. 'Then the man needs an education before he buys another drawing,' Nora said.

Bastien looked at her, and this time the smile did not seem reluctant. 'My father would call that a very expensive education.'

'Your father could begin with paper. It is cheaper than a lawsuit.'

Prosper's notebook closed with a small, sharp noise. The interruption was slight, but Nora noticed it. He asked whether the design could be transferred by the following Tuesday, though they had already discussed the deadline. Bastien took the cue and turned back to business. The moment vanished among dates, signatures and delivery instructions.

After the men left, Odile demanded an exact description of Bastien's face. Nora told her it contained the usual number of features and an unusually persistent expression of calculation. Odile accused her of deliberately disappointing an audience. Sister Colette required everyone to return to work and, once the room settled, asked Nora privately whether she had understood the practical advantage of the revised order.

'Of course,' Nora said. 'It keeps the commission.'

'It does. It also means the Verhaegens have asked for you by name. That can be useful or troublesome, depending upon how it is handled.'

'I didn't ask him to admire me.'

'I did not say that he did.' Sister Colette moved a pin box out of the draught. 'Remember that a person's business may be sincere and his power no less real for it. There is no shame in doing fine work for a rich family. There is shame in forgetting you are permitted to say what the work costs.'

Nora watched the supervisor return to the other women. That was how Sister Colette managed to give advice: she made it sound like an instruction for keeping the accounts. Nora wanted to believe she had no need of a warning. She wanted a successful commission, not a story, and she had left Cork partly to discover whether a woman could make something of her skill without owing every step to somebody else's benevolence.

At luncheon she went out to purchase tracing paper. The rain had stopped, leaving the city bright and wet and unsentimental. A tram passed with its crowded windows shining; carts gave way reluctantly; the spires rose above the roofs with the distant authority of things built by people who had not lived to enjoy their completion. Nora stood outside a stationery shop and counted the francs in her purse before going in. She could afford the paper, and because the Verhaegen commission was secure she bought one sheet more than strictly necessary. It was a small act of confidence. She did not record it in her notebook.

Across the city, Bastien was late for a luncheon he had promised his father he would attend. He walked quickly through the office entrance of the mill, where the air carried oil, damp wool and the metallic heat of machinery. Two clerks stood aside for him, one with an armful of invoices. Bastien stopped long enough to ask whether a mechanic's burned hand had been properly dressed and whether the replacement belt had arrived for the finishing floor. He knew the clerks' names and forgot half the titles of the visiting directors his father wished him to cultivate. This was partly because he liked the clerks better and partly because they gave him answers he could use.

His father waited in the panelled office upstairs, seated behind a desk so broad it made visitors lean forward to be heard. August Verhaegen did not waste energy on indignation unless indignation could alter a result. He looked from Bastien's coat to the clock and asked why a minor charitable workshop had delayed the meeting. Bastien explained the error in the bridal-lace specification, careful to begin with the savings that would result from correcting it early.

'You could have sent Maes,' August said.

'I did send Maes. I went with him.'

'For lace.'

'For a design we have advertised as an example of our capabilities. I'd prefer it did not demonstrate our inability to measure a sleeve.'

August's expression was unmoved. 'And the girl?'

'A competent designer. Irish. Kelleher.'

'A recommendation from a religious workshop is not the same as a commercial guarantee.'

'No. Her measurements are the guarantee. I've seen them.'

August made a small note, which might have been an approval or might have been a reminder to himself to question the price later. Bastien knew better than to interpret it. They discussed a freight delay, then cotton prices, then a worker's petition about the ventilation in the lower spinning room. When Bastien raised the last matter August said that Prosper had already inspected the windows. Bastien wondered why that answer always seemed intended to end discussion rather than begin it.

At the family table Hélène was supervising a rearrangement of place cards for an upcoming supper. She had married August thirty-five years before, and her talent for appearing serene under pressure had been mistaken by several generations of men for a lack of preference. Sabine sat at the piano with music spread around her. Her brother's approach made her finish a phrase rather than interrupt it; in the Verhaegen house even affection could be disciplined into better timing.

'How is my extraordinary bridal lace?' she asked when he entered.

'It will be extraordinary in the ordinary sense, rather than a piece of architectural fiction.'

'How disappointing. I was hoping to support a cathedral on each shoulder.'

'Your Irish designer thinks you ought to be able to bend your elbows.'

'How radical of her.' Sabine lifted her hands from the keys. 'Does she have a name?'

'Nora Kelleher.'

'And does she know that I am not yet a bride in any sense that would require a priest? Mother has shown everybody a sample while she and Father continue discussing a possible alliance as though I were a parcel of goods with a musical accompaniment.'

Hélène looked up from her cards. 'We are discussing possibilities, Sabine. Nothing has been signed, agreed or announced. Your father considers the family suitable, which is not a crime. You are permitted to have an opinion.'

'An opinion is very welcome once the conversation is finished.'

'You have been expressing yours for an hour,' Bastien observed.

'And I shall continue until somebody hears it.'

He would normally have laughed, but the word suitable had acquired an unpleasant echo. That morning, the young Irishwoman had spoken to him as if his surname were a fact but not an argument. It was remarkable how little he had been accustomed to that. He told Sabine he would have the corrected sample brought to her before she approved anything and received, for his trouble, a sisterly warning not to let August turn a wedding commission into another referendum on family prosperity.

The following morning, before the new piece of lace could be taken up in earnest, Nora had to explain the corrections to the whole working team. It was one thing to produce an ingenious revision alone; it was another to make the revision plain to women who would have to repeat each movement through hours of strained light. She placed the drawing on a wooden stand, borrowed Odile's spectacles to inspect a difficult crossing, and began with the defect rather than the solution. She was not accustomed to addressing an audience and found that her voice became severe whenever she feared losing the thread of her argument.

A worker named Margot raised her hand. The revised border, she said, might sit correctly when new, but what of the garment after laundering? Silk could contract differently from the lace. Nora considered the objection and admitted she had not tested the full combination. She had studied the dressing samples, but not the particular backing selected by the Verhaegen office. Sister Colette made no attempt to hide her satisfaction that the youngest designer had been made to examine a fault. Nora sent for the silk specimen and called the question important. Margot, who had expected a rebuke for interrupting, looked relieved.

The discussion lasted nearly an hour. A narrower mesh required more attention at one turning; a seam could be concealed under an embroidered leaf but only if the pin sequence changed slightly; the first cuff should be finished and allowed to settle before both were begun. As Nora made notes, she saw that each woman added something no drawing could wholly anticipate. It was an uncomfortable lesson, since she had taken such pride in being the person who discovered the original error. By the end she trusted the design more because it was no longer hers alone to defend.

When the others returned to their cushions, Margot lingered. Her husband had been ill with a chest complaint, and the household had fallen behind in rent. If the order could be completed sooner, she asked, might some of the wages be advanced? She sounded ashamed of needing to ask. Nora felt immediately the impulse to promise something generous. She had no authority over the payroll, and her own purse would not bear the sum. She told Margot she would speak to Sister Colette about the usual arrangements, then hated the poverty of such a reply. A practical promise, she reminded herself, was better than a splendid lie.

Sister Colette agreed to review the wages due for completed work, not to invent an advance against hours no one had yet performed. She explained the distinction to Margot gently and then asked Nora to stay behind. 'A kindness which can be accounted for is more likely to be repeated,' she said. 'We do not ask the women to be grateful for money they have earned.' Nora looked down at the ledger and understood that a supervisor could do a great deal of good without speaking as if she owned the people she helped. She wished she had known that when she first came from Ireland, hungry for work and equally hungry not to be pitied.

For the first time that morning, Nora allowed herself to remember the journey that had brought her to Saint Agatha's. She had left Cork under a November sky with two trunks, one more substantial than the other, and a packet of recommendations tied in ribbon because Mairéad believed that paper looked more trustworthy when presented beautifully. Her mother had seen her aboard with a hundred instructions, each one a way of postponing farewell. Dónal had waved from the pier, his cap in his hand, making extravagant promises to become a celebrated printer before she returned. Eithne O'Shea had taken Nora's fingers between her own stiff hands and warned her never to sell an original design without knowing precisely what the buyer meant by the word original.

At the time Nora thought the warning old-fashioned. She now knew that a single line on an invoice could decide whether a maker received payment once or watched a design earn money for strangers over twenty years. In Ireland she had sometimes worked for merchants who praised a girl's talent and then withheld her name from the finished order. In Belgium she had discovered agreements written in a language she could read only after several careful attempts. Her caution was not romance about independence; it was the result of specific arithmetic and a few expensive errors. She kept receipts, dated her drawings, and copied every letter sent to a customer. Sister Colette called the practice sensible. Odile called it suspicious. Nora called it sleeping better at night.

At midday a little disagreement arose over lunch. Marie had brought a pot of soup and complained that the older women always made her serve it, while Odile claimed the young girl had borrowed half the workshop's pins without returning them. The quarrel was both trivial and thoroughly sincere. Nora listened until she recognised that neither grievance could be solved by cleverness. She found an empty dish, helped distribute the soup, and asked Marie to count the borrowed pins that afternoon. The matter passed with more laughter than apology. She thought of her mother, who could transform a misplaced spoon into a question of family loyalty, and was suddenly overcome by homesickness so sharp she had to look away.

After the meal she went downstairs to collect a parcel of paper from the front hall. A visitor in mourning clothes stood by the door, speaking quietly to Sister Colette. The woman was asking whether the workshop took on widows who could sew but had never learned fine lace. Colette answered that it did, provided the women were willing to begin with simple tasks and regular hours. There was no speech about charity. They discussed the cost of tram fares, the time required to learn the first knots, and whether the visitor had someone to keep an eye on her youngest child while she worked. Nora left them with the sense that much of the world depended upon questions nobody in a fashionable drawing room would think worth asking.

She had expected, when she was a girl, that adulthood would be the achievement of a stable character: one would decide to be brave or sensible and then behave accordingly. At twenty-six she found herself brave while inspecting a line of lace and childish when opening a letter from home; sensible about work and reckless about the comfort she imagined she could give her brother. She could instruct six women with perfect assurance and then lose an afternoon worrying about whether a stranger had mistaken her tone for insolence. It was not a particularly pleasing discovery, but it was an honest one. She went upstairs and returned to her drawing because, whatever else she did not know, she knew how to make a thing one could hold and measure.

That same day Prosper carried the corrected pattern through the factory offices. The draughtsmen were not delighted. One argued that the workshop was altering the integrity of the design, another that the change could not be carried into production without increasing waste. Prosper placed the measurements beside the original and requested a technical answer. Neither man could supply one. He had no pleasure in embarrassing them, for they were hard-working men accustomed to a different sort of task, but he would not ask the lace makers to pay for a fault in the drawing room. The younger draughtsman finally acknowledged the correction and asked whether the company could retain a clean copy for future reference.

Prosper said he would first inquire what rights had been purchased. The question seemed to irritate the senior man, who asserted that the Verhaegen family paid for the whole commission and surely owned what it produced. Prosper replied that the family paid for several different things and it was useful to know which one was under discussion. He carried the papers back to his office with the uneasy impression that he had spoken too much. In a locked drawer beneath his ledgers lay an older file whose contents he had avoided examining in daylight for several years. He did not open it. He checked that the key was still on his watch chain, then sat down to a column of figures that suddenly refused to add up.

In the main office Bastien found a note from his sister asking him to remind the workshop that the cuffs were for her arms and not for a future husband whose name nobody had yet agreed upon. He smiled at the audacity of the request and wrote a reply promising to convey the sentiment diplomatically. When he returned to the day's accounts, however, the smile faded. He knew exactly how many signatures his father required before approving a risky investment, and how easily the same father treated Sabine's preferences as a detail that could be settled afterward. Bastien had argued often enough against the presumption, but his objections usually ended with a joke. It occurred to him that jokes were sometimes a manner of surviving a disagreement without changing it.

He decided to take Sabine's request seriously and sent word to the workshop that the final decision about the lace would be hers. It was an insignificant alteration to the commercial schedule. Yet writing her name beside the word approval gave him a peculiar satisfaction. He imagined the Irish designer raising one eyebrow over the notice and saying that a bride ought to be consulted before anyone designed the garment in which she must stand. The thought amused him enough to interrupt his calculations. He went back over the column, found an error in his own addition, and resolved that on future occasions he would think about lace only after finishing the figures.

By evening, the workshop had finished the first small piece of the revised repeat. Nora held it against the light while the others gathered their coats. The lilies followed the curve exactly. Between the stems lay enough open ground to let the design breathe. It would never be noticed by anyone who considered lace merely white ornament, but the woman wearing it would be able to move her arms, and to Nora that constituted a considerable success. She wrapped the sample, marked the parcel carefully, and carried it downstairs herself.

At the door she found a second note delivered from the mill. It contained a courteous confirmation of the price, an instruction to proceed, and one additional request written in Bastien Verhaegen's neat hand: Would Mademoiselle Kelleher be willing to supervise the working of the final border personally, since she alone seemed to understand where the drawing had deceived its makers? Nora read the sentence twice, half pleased and half offended by the implication that the others might not understand. Then she recognised that he had asked rather than commanded.

She folded the letter into her pocket and stepped into the cooling street. Above the tramlines the sky was clearing into a pale, reluctant gold. Tomorrow would bring bills, sore fingers, confused instructions, and the ordinary indignities of being a young foreign woman trying to earn her place. Tonight one pattern had proved possible. Nora walked home humming under her breath, unaware that across Ghent a gentleman with ink on his cuff was looking again at a sketch of lilies and wondering why the workshop's corrected arithmetic had become the only agreeable event of his day.

 




Chapter 2: The Gentleman from the Mill

By Monday the corrected lilies had acquired a reputation greater than their size. The workshop women called them Nora's flowers, although Nora maintained that the original artist deserved credit for the flowers and only the unreasonable geometry belonged to her. Odile had started referring to the gentleman with the stained cuff as Nora's gentleman, which was so absurd that Nora refused to be irritated by it. Her refusal made Odile absolutely certain she had found a subject worth pursuing.

The workroom smelled of starch and rain-damp coats. A delivery of pale thread had arrived with half the labels smudged, and Nora was checking the colours against the sample when Sister Colette announced that Monsieur Verhaegen would visit again in the afternoon. Nora turned over a spool to hide her expression. A person might examine an expensive order more than once. That was entirely proper. A manufacturer could hardly be expected to sign away money and go home with his eyes shut. Nevertheless, she knew how often other purchasers entrusted such things to clerks and then complained only when the final parcel was delivered. It was curious that this one had developed an appetite for seeing the work while it was unfinished.

'He says he wishes to understand the method,' Sister Colette added.

'Then we must ask whether he has brought a spare lifetime,' said Odile.

'He could learn to thread a needle in an afternoon,' Nora said. 'The remaining education might be more demanding.'

'You would enjoy instructing him.'

'I would enjoy delivering the sleeves without additional revisions.'

'Of course.'

Odile was small, dark-haired and married to a tram conductor who brought home stories of passenger quarrels as if they were jewels. She had two children, neither of whom permitted her to sleep uninterrupted, and her humour survived upon the theory that if she laughed first the day could not get ahead of her. Nora liked her far too much to silence her with dignity. She finished comparing the thread, placed a defective spool aside for return, and began marking the next section of the border.

Bastien's morning had gone badly before it began. A merchant in Antwerp had telegraphed that a consignment was delayed; the accounts office wanted clarification of a discount August had granted without consulting anyone; and Prosper Maes had submitted a report on a machine that needed to be stopped for maintenance while August demanded that production continue until the end of the week. Bastien heard all three matters before taking off his coat. In the passage a young assistant dropped an armful of folders at his feet, and Bastien bent to help collect them, which made him later still.

Prosper awaited him by the large window of the mill office. The man's notebook was open to a page of figures, his thumb resting beside a column of dates. He had been employed at the works for nearly twenty years and knew the production lines in the practical, bodily way that Bastien, however attentive, could never quite imitate. He recognised trouble from the sound of an engine through a wall. Bastien trusted that judgment more than he trusted most flattering reports.

'If we keep the west looms running,' Prosper said, 'the repair will cost twice as much. Perhaps more if a bearing fails.'

'My father believes it can wait.'

'Your father believes many things can wait if no one presents him with the invoice today.'

The remark had the dangerous familiarity of a man who had earned the right to speak plainly but still knew the cost of doing so. Bastien looked toward the door. 'I shall go down myself after luncheon. Stop the worst machine for inspection in the meantime. Put the order in my name.'

'That will not please him.'

'It may please him more than a fire.'

Prosper hesitated over his book. 'And this afternoon, monsieur? There is the meeting with the wholesaler.'

'I have moved it to four.'

'Because of Saint Agatha's?'

'Because the bridal order deserves an inspection before the ground is closed.'

'You signed the revision yourself.'

'I can still be interested in whether I was right.'

Prosper gave him a look in which disbelief and respect were carefully balanced. 'As you wish. I should like to see the finished sample as well, but I have figures to reconcile.'

'Then I shall spare you the journey.'

Bastien returned to his desk irritated that so modest a decision required an explanation. It was true that he ordinarily delegated small workshop orders. It was also true that the corrected design had saved them embarrassment. There was nothing remarkable in showing professional gratitude. He told himself so while reading the Antwerp telegram a third time, and for the second time found he had missed the last line.

At Saint Agatha's, the afternoon light entered sideways and revealed every loose thread. Nora was demonstrating a change of tension to a younger girl named Marie when a shadow fell across the table. She looked up to find Bastien standing at an entirely respectable distance, hat in hand, waiting for her to finish. It irritated her that he had remembered not to interrupt. One could disapprove of a gentleman who issued orders without asking; it was harder to find an objection to a gentleman who noticed the work already taking place.

'Monsieur Verhaegen. I had not expected the factory's owner to take an interest in bobbins.'

'My father owns the greater part of the factory. I possess a smaller share and a larger collection of complaints.'

'Then you must be very wealthy in one respect.'

'Immensely. I have come to see whether the lilies have survived the revision.'

Nora moved the work pillow into the light. 'They are doing remarkably well. We shall have to discourage them from growing further or the bride will be obliged to carry a watering can.'

His smile was quick. 'My sister would do it if she believed the guests would remember her.'

'I begin to think I should like your sister.'

'I think she would like you. Neither of you is accustomed to regarding a question as permission to be silent.'

Nora raised her eyes. 'Is that a family complaint?'

'An observation. I haven't decided whether it requires treatment.'

Marie looked from one to the other and tried not to smile. Nora sent her to retrieve fresh pins, partly because the pins were needed and partly because the girl was old enough to invent a courtship from two polite sentences. Then she began explaining the mesh. Bastien asked her to slow down when she used a term he did not know, and she found herself speaking with the careful enthusiasm usually reserved for people who might actually understand.

She showed him how a thread could carry an apparently decorative line across a fragile opening without drawing the whole fabric out of shape. He wanted to know why one kind of twist held while another slipped. She used two short lengths of thread across his gloved fingers; he removed the gloves when they impeded the demonstration, exposing hands rougher at the palms than their owner might have wished noticed. She wondered whether he had ever worked machinery in earnest. He caught her glance and answered without being asked.

'I spent six months on the finishing floor at nineteen. My











































































































































