
  
    
      
    
  


Authors Note

The background of this book – the extravagant, decadent, frenetic pleasure-loving Second Empire in 1869 – is as accurate as research can make it. The incidents attributed to Cora Pearl are correct, as are the restaurants and the polka dancers in the Champs-Élysées. In March 1871 when the Prussians entered Paris, Henckel von Donnersmarck in full uniform stood on the steps of the Hotel Païva and watched his compatriots march past. Today La Païva’s exotic mansion is the Travellers Club.


TWO

“J’ai mal-de-mer!”

The woman moaned. She seemed in acute distress and Corinna looked quickly across the overcrowded cabin in search of a steward.

But the steamer was pitching badly and already at least half the passengers were suffering from sea-sickness. Realising that the woman beside her was likely to be sick at any moment, Corinna rose to her feet and procured a basin from a pile stacked at the end of the cabin.

She brought it back just in time and held the sufferer’s forehead until the paroxysm ceased.

The Frenchwoman lay back exhausted, her face very pale, two patches of rouge standing out vividly on her cheeks, the mascara on her eyelashes now smudged beneath her closed eyes.

‘She is attractive,’ Corinna thought, when she returned from emptying the basin, and sitting down beside the sufferer, took her limp hand in hers.

“If you could brave it,” she said gently, “I think you would feel much better on deck. It is not a very cold day, only blustery, and down here with everyone so ill, you are bound to feel worse.”

“Perhaps that would be ... better,” the woman answered.

Her French accent was very pronounced as she obviously made an effort to speak English. Corinna put her arm round the woman’s waist and helped her to her feet. It was a little difficult to negotiate the cabin as far as the stairs, but once they could haul themselves up by the balustrade, it was easier to stand.

They stepped on deck to encounter a gust of fresh wind that was in itself a tremendous relief after the stuffy atmosphere below.

Corinna found two seats on the more sheltered side of the ship. There was no competition on such a rough day for seats on deck and setting her companion in a place where she was protected not only from the wind but from the waves splashing over the bow, she lifted her own face to the sky with a little sigh of relief.

She had escaped. She had left England. It had all worked out exactly as she had planned.

She could hardly believe it possible that Aunt Matilda would not appear at the very last moment, to prevent her either from leaving home or from boarding the ship at Dover. But she had set off with only Winch and Mrs. Meadows to wave goodbye at nine o’clock in the morning the previous day, and she had arrived at Dover, after changing horses twice, at six o’clock in the evening. It had taken longer than she had anticipated, for there had been not only the changes of horses but also meals to delay the journey.

Nevertheless, Corinna had enjoyed every minute. It was positively exhilarating to know that she was doing something unpredictable, perhaps reprehensible, but at the same time finding freedom from Aunt Matilda.

‘Other women,’ she argued with her conscience, ‘must have journeyed to France alone.’

She had always heard that English Governesses and English nannies were welcome not only in French families – the Prince Imperial had an English nanny – but among the aristocracy of every country. They, poor creatures, would not have companions or couriers to accompany them. They must find their own way on the long journey, and cope with the difficulties of tickets and baggage, in many cases being unable to speak a foreign language.

‘I would be a weakling indeed, if I could not manage,’ Corinna told herself.

She had one little worry more than she might have had, in that at the moment she owned very few clothes. When her father died, the seamstress she always employed had made her two new black day dresses and an evening gown, modelled to designs in The Ladies Journal.

Crinolines had gone out of fashion the previous year, and now the dresses were still full but swept back into a bustle or protuberance behind the body. The front was moulded close to the figure to show the curve of the breasts and to reveal a tiny, tight-laced waist.

Corinna in her grief had chosen very plain, simple models, but it was doubtful if the old seamstress, whose sight was not as good as it had been and whose bony fingers were swollen with rheumatism, could have managed anything complicated.

‘Anyway,’ Corinna thought with a smile as she watched Mrs. Meadows packing, ‘they are eminently suitable for the position for which I am engaged.’

A small plain bonnet, trimmed with black velvet ribbons, was also very ladylike, and it threw into contrast the gold of her hair and the leaping excitement in her large eyes.

Corinna had stayed the night at Dover in a respectable small hotel on the front. She had made an excuse to John the coachman that her friends were coming to collect her there, as their home was hard to find. After the travelling landau had gone, she booked a bedroom and then asked a porter to send a telegram from the Post Office.

She had realised while driving to Dover that there was a probability of her arriving in Paris before the letter she had dispatched the previous day. She therefore addressed a telegram to Henry Spencer,

 

‘At your request Miss Vern leaving tomorrow. ELIZABETH VERNON ORPHANAGE.’

 

It was not many years since the introduction of the telegraph service to the Continent, which had much impressed her father with its miraculous speed of communication.

Corinna had been called early the following morning just as the dawn was breaking over the sea. As the golden fingers of the sun shot into the sky to dispel the darkness of the night, she thought it was symbolic.

That was what had happened to her, the journey was dispelling her unhappiness, her apprehension, her fears. Whatever might happen in the future, this was a moment that she would always remember, when she had thrown aside the shackles of convention, defied the authority of her aunt and uncle and set off on her own into an unknown world.

The sunshine of the dawn however was soon lost in a grey and overcast sky – and a blustery wind rose with the incoming tide. The skirts of the ladies embarking revealed, as they walked up the gangway, a vastly improper amount of ankle.

All the other female passengers hurried hastily, down into the bowels of the ship, but Corinna stood for a moment, looking at the SS Britannia that was to carry her away from England. It was a steamship with side paddle-wheels and she knew that it was an old-of-date model, because her father had been deeply interested in ships. It carried an auxiliary sail on the mast and the Earl had said that the low-pressure machinery was wasteful and quite incapable of giving any considerable speed.

Nevertheless, to Corinna the Britannia seemed to be moving at a good rate, once they had cast off from the dock and left the harbour for the open sea. Here the waves were white-crested, and by the time she had gone below to find herself a seat in the cabin, a number of the passengers were already holding handkerchiefs to their mouths and calling for the stewards.

“You can see now that it is far more pleasant on deck than it is below,” Corinna said to her companion as she felt the fresh wind blowing her fair hair round her cheeks.

The Frenchwoman did not answer. Her eyes were closed and she sat huddled in her elaborate travelling-cloak, which Corinna noticed was somewhat flamboyant in appearance, lined with an expensive fur. She tucked it round the sufferer and said,

“I will go below and see if I can find you something to drink, but I doubt if they have very much choice on board.”

“Cognac. Je desire du cognac, s’il vous plaît,” the woman murmured.

“I will see if they have any,” Corinna promised.

It took her some time to find a Steward who would listen to her request, but finally he produced a small glass of cheap brandy for which Corinna paid what she considered an exorbitant sum. She carried it on deck.

Corinna felt worried, as the Frenchwoman looked so ill. But she managed to gulp down the cognac and then lay back groaning with her eyes closed.

“The crossing will not take too long,” Corinna said consolingly.

Then, thinking that the last thing she would want in similar circumstances would be to talk, she sat back and thought of what lay ahead.

She saw no reason, she told herself, why anyone should penetrate her disguise or suspect she was not who she professed to be.

The orphans, who were already in the employ of the Comtesse, might have constituted a danger, but they were, as Matron had said, in the country, and even if she met them, it was doubtful they would recognise her. They had all left the orphanage before she became a regular visitor.

In fact she would never have been appointed to the Management Committee had her father not been told categorically by their local physician that he must give up many of his public engagements. He enjoyed being Lord Lieutenant and he wished to retain that post to the very end. But he either resigned from his other appointments or arranged for someone to take his place. 

Corinna had been glad when he had asked her to look after the orphanage. She knew how much her mother had cared for it and how she had made it one of her particular charities. Besides, it was so closely linked with the family that it was inevitable that one of them must superintend it, however efficient Matron might be. 

The other danger, of course, was that someone from England might recognise her, but that was almost negligible. Since her father’s illness, they had entertained very little and it was, in fact, only in the last two years after she was seventeen that Corinna had been permitted to attend social functions in the county.

Thinking over her acquaintances in Hertfordshire, it seemed to Corinna unlikely in the extreme that any of them would be in Paris at this very moment, or, if they were, that they would come in contact with the Governess of the Comtesse de Bréville.

She tried to remember how her own Governess had behaved. Usually, she came down to lunch with her charge, whether there were guests there or not, but she had dinner alone in her sitting room and tea was always a schoolroom meal.

‘I must be quiet, unassuming and humble!’ Corinna thought with a smile and realised that was exactly what Aunt Matilda wanted her to be.

‘But I shall see Paris,’ she thought, ‘the new Paris, which has been re-planned and re-built by Haussmann and over which papers like the Illustrated London News and The Graphic go into ecstasies!’

If only there had been more time, she would have read up all about it. But in the hurry of getting away, feeling that if she delayed for even one day, her escapade might be discovered and stopped, she had only been able to think of practical things such as her clothes and money.

It was fortunate that she had sent to the bank for quite a considerable sum of money for Winch to pay the wages of the other servants, while she was at Clayton Towers. Aunt Matilda would have been horrified had she realised that Corinna was trusting a servant, however long she had known him, with such a sum. But Corinna knew her father had often left very large amounts in Winch’s keeping, and she had not hesitated to instruct him to pay everyone until her brother David returned.

It had been easy to give Winch a cheque instead of the gold she had intended, with instructions to send John to the bank with it on his return from Dover.

“Don’t you worry about anything, My Lady,” Winch had said. “His Lordship left me in charge often enough when he went away. The bank knows me and there won’t be any difficulties, you can be sure of that.”

“I am absolutely sure I can leave everything to you, Winch,” Corinna said in her soft voice.

She thought as she spoke of Aunt Matilda’s unworthy but characteristic suspicions.

“And if I don’t get my wages, My Lady,” Winch said, “then I know His Lordship will refund me what’s due, when he gets home.”

They both laughed as if at a joke.

“He is much more likely to be borrowing money from you, Winch,” Corinna said. “Remember how he always overspent first his pocket-money and then his year’s allowance, and when he felt ashamed to ask Papa for more, we always would lend him what we could afford.”

“Yes, Master David be a regular lad,” Winch said with pride, “and it will be nice to have him home, My Lady. He’ll cheer up the place right enough with his horses and his dogs, and I shouldn’t wonder if he brings home a whole menagerie of animals from foreign parts.”

This was another joke, for David loved animals.

He always had two or three dogs at his heels, and there had been a squirrel he was attempting to tame, or a baby badger whose mother had been killed by the hounds, or an otter he had found stranded on the riverbank and which for a long time he kept in a tank in the garden. When he was small, there was invariably a tortoise hidden away in the corners of his room.

No amount of scolding or pleading would prevent David collecting them, however much he tried to restrict himself to “just one or two pets”.

“Yes indeed!” Corinna smiled. “I expect we shall have lion cubs – perhaps even an elephant if we are not careful.”

Winch chuckled. The servants had never minded how much extra work David had given them.

Corinna, had she been made in a different way, might have been jealous of the admiration her handsome older brother evoked. But she adored him even more than the rest did. Ever since she had been tiny, she had followed him around slavishly, doing exactly whatever he told her to do, and weeping bitter tears if he was ever angry with her, which was only very occasionally.

‘When David comes home,’ she thought to herself, now looking out over the sea as if she could see his ship coming towards her, ‘everything will be all right, we can be together. He would never, never let me suffer from Aunt Matilda.’

The woman beside her gave a little groan, which brought her thoughts back to the present. She tried to get up, and Corinna realised that she was going to be sick again. She helped her across to the rail, holding her steady and thinking as she did so how fortunate it was that she herself was suffering no uneasy qualms from the roughness of the sea.

In fact she revelled in it – it gave her a feeling of lightness and of joy.

Perhaps one day, she thought, she would be able to sail round the world. How wonderful to see Italy or Greece, to visit Egypt or even India.

The woman she was holding to the rail seemed almost on the point of collapse after her sickness had passed, and Corinna had practically to carry her back to her seat. She was wondering whether it would be wise to take her below again, but she realised that the sea was abating a little and a pale sun was forcing its way through the dark clouds.

She could not believe that, even if it was slightly chilly on deck, the sick woman would prefer the stench below, which by now must be almost intolerable.

Corinna looked at her reflectively. Underneath her fur-lined cape she wore an elegant gown of some expensive bright blue material that Corinna did not recognise. She had a small coat fastened with sparkling buttons, and there was a profusion of expensive lace cascading from her neck. She wore pearl earrings peeping beneath her dark curls and a thin diamond bracelet on one wrist.

‘She is evidently quite wealthy,’ Corinna thought and wondered, if that were so, why she should be travelling alone.

But she supposed that perhaps foreigners were not quite so conventional as the English.

The woman had not taken off her gloves and Corinna could not see if she wore a wedding-ring, but she imagined that to an experienced traveller it was a matter of no very great pains to cross and perhaps recross the Channel.

‘I wonder who she is,’ she thought.

She anticipated that when they reached Calais her companion would have friends to meet her. But when eventually they docked, the Frenchwoman clung to Corinna and begged her not to leave her.

“Je suis epuisée – I am exhausted!” she proclaimed over and over again, and there was no doubt that her sea-sickness had taken a heavy toll of her strength.

It was Corinna who found their luggage and instructed a porter to carry the trunks to the train. She found two comfortable corner seats and she had to exert all her strength to drag the Frenchwoman up the high step from the platform and into the compartment.

Corinna tipped the porter, noting that her newly found French friend had a large amount of baggage. There were round-topped leather trunks, cases heavily strapped and several holdalls, besides two large hatboxes.

Her own trunk and holdall seemed very meagre in comparison, and she wondered with a little whimsical smile whether she would return from Paris with more than she took there. It would certainly not be usual or explicable for a Governess to spend large sums of money on clothes, but she was determined she would bring back one gown – just one dress that would be in the smartest and most elegant fashion.

Because of the roughness of the sea, the steamship had arrived at Calais almost two hours late. But it seemed a long wait before the French train, belching black smoke, finally started on its way.

The cheap coaches, open to the elements and the smoke, in which passengers were packed like cattle, looked appallingly uncomfortable. Corinna was thankful that, as she was travelling alone, she had taken a first-class ticket. It might seem strange for a Governess to spend so much, but if she charged Mr. Spencer for second-class accommodation, who was to know?

Their first-class tickets ensured that she and the ill Frenchwoman were alone for the whole journey to Paris. Once they were en route, the train appeared to Corinna to be making good progress.

“Nine hours to Paris, M’selle!” a porter at Calais had replied in answer to her enquiry.

She learnt by overhearing what other passengers were saying, that any food she required on the journey would only be obtainable at the stations at which they stopped, and these were very few.

She therefore bought a long French loaf, a liver sausage, fruit and some pâtisserie before the train left the station. She hesitated over a bottle of wine. It was something she would never purchase in England, and then she had thought unselfishly that it would do her companion good and besides it was doubtless what she was accustomed to drinking.

So a bottle of vin ordinaire was added to her purchases and Corinna carried them almost triumphantly back to the railway carriage. Her charge was huddled in the corner, still looking extremely ill.

“You must try to eat something,” Corinna said coaxingly. “You will really feel better than travelling on an empty stomach.”

The Frenchwoman merely turned her head away, and Corinna realised it was no use forcing anyone to eat. But she herself was extremely hungry. She enjoyed some of the crisp bread, and the liver sausage, although it tasted slightly of garlic, was delicious.

She did not open the wine as her companion seemed to have no inclination for it but instead quenched her thirst with the fruit. Then feeling rather tired, she shut her eyes and fell asleep. She awoke only when the train stopped at a station, and the shunting, which jerked them backwards and forwards, also awoke the Frenchwoman.

“Are you better?” Corinna asked. “Would you like a drink?”

“You have ze cognac?”

Corinna shook her head.

“I am afraid not. But there is some wine, although I was stupid enough not to buy any glasses. You will have to drink it out of the bottle.”

This did not seem to perturb the sufferer unduly. She drank quite a large amount of the wine and it seemed to revive her.

“Do try to eat a piece of bread,” Corinna begged, but the woman refused.

Pulling off her hat, she ran her fingers through her dark hair, and Corinna could see that she had been right in thinking she was attractive. She was not pretty, but it was a piquant face with dark-winged eyebrows, eyes fringed with long eyelashes, and a wide mouth.

“’Tis ’orrible! Every time I cross ze sea, I say to myself, nevaire again! But Jean insist – que voulez vous?”

“Is Jean your husband?” Corinna asked.

For the first time the woman gave a faint smile.

“Non! Not my ’usband.”

She shut her eyes as she spoke, and Corinna realised the conversation was at the end.

She found herself speculating on who Jean might be. Was he her guardian? If so, it was hardly likely that she would refer to him by his Christian name. If he was her brother, why should she be forced to obey him? Perhaps he was someone to whom she was affianced. Corinna wished that she could ask questions, simply because her curiosity was aroused. She always found people fascinating.

Later on in the journey, she managed to persuade the woman to drink a little more wine, but she still refused food.

There were many long tiring hours with nothing but the rattle of the wheels and the smell of smoke. But Corinna was happy enough to watch the countryside. It was green, lush and very unlike England. It was strange not to see hedgerows.

But there were long straight roads bordered with high trees. She could see the farmers working in the fields, their heavy cattle dragging the plough. They passed through tiny villages, small towns and once or twice what seemed to Corinna to be large cities.

She slept occasionally, ate a little more of the bread and sausage and even had a few sips of the wine. And all the time she was conscious of going forward, leaving the terror of Clayton Towers behind.

“You have escaped – you have escaped – you have escaped, ” the wheels said to her over and over again. Nothing else was of any consequence.

It was getting late in the evening when they had what seemed an interminable stop at a junction, and when the train started up again, it seemed to go much slower than before.

“We are going to be very late,” Corinna said.

Her companion did not answer and she told herself that it was of no matter. At the same time, she felt apprehensive of arriving at the Comtesse de Bréville’s house in the middle of the night. It was difficult enough to arrive alone at a strange house at an hour when one was expected. But it was extremely embarrassing to arrive when the household had retired to bed and would find her a considerable nuisance, even if she could arouse them to let her in. Anyway, there was nothing she could do about it.

Corinna realised too that the long hours of travelling and the wind in the Channel had left her creased and untidy, and the smoke of the train was certainly dirty. It would nevertheless be impossible to even wash her hands before she arrived at the Faubourg St. Honoré.

Here again she could do nothing but try to tidy herself in the tiny mirror she carried in her handbag. She had a brush and comb in her holdall. She brushed back her hair from her oval forehead. She had arranged it, before she left Dover, not in the soft curls that she usually wore, but in a neat chignon.

‘That is how a Governess should look!’ she told her reflection in the mirror. ‘And I am sure it makes me seem older and more responsible.’

She had not realised that it would be difficult for anyone to look at her and not observe the wide innocence of her blue eyes, the softness of her inexperienced lips and the lithe, youthful grace of her figure just budding to maturity.

‘I must look prim, knowledgeable and slightly disapproving,’ Corinna told herself now, with an irrepressible smile.

She put her small hat with its velvet ribbons on her head, as she was sure they must be nearing Paris. She shook out the creases in her black dress and pulled her heavy dark travelling-cloak around her.

It was a very austere garment that had once sported a chinchilla collar, but Corinna had removed the expensive fur, thinking it looked too smart. Now the collar was the same plain material as the cloak, which enveloped her from her neck to the hem of her dress.

Only her tiny hands in their kid gloves coming through the slots at the sides would make anyone curious as to what the cloak concealed.

“Paree! Paree! Paree!”

A hundred voices seemed to take up the cry as the train steamed into the Gare du Nord.

“Porteur! Porteur!”

The noise seemed almost deafening.

In a flurry Corinna jumped to her feet, collected up her handbag and lifted the holdalls down from the rack. Her companion opened her eyes.

“Hélas! Do not leave me,” she begged weakly in French. “I shall nevaire find une voiture.”

“I will take you first to your destination,” Corinna said. “I have to hire a carriage for myself.” 

“Merci, vous êtes très gentille!” the Frenchwoman murmured.

Fortunately, late though it was, there seemed to be plenty of porters, and having explained what luggage was in the van, Corinna, supporting her weak and quite helpless companion, followed the man down the platform.

There was pandemonium by the luggage-van as travellers shouted out which were their cases, pointing at their trunks and trying to extract them more quickly than everyone else.

Finally, Corinna’s and the Frenchwoman’s luggage was placed on a truck and the porter led them outside the station. At Corinna’s request he signalled a carriage drawn by one rather tired, underfed horse.

The luggage was piled up on the roof. The porter swept off his cap at Corinna’s tip, murmuring, “Merci beaucoup, Madame.”

Having discovered where the Frenchwoman wished to go, they set off, the horse’s hooves clattering on the cobbled streets.

‘I am in Paris! I am in Paris!’ Corinna cried to herself, and bending forward, she let down the window so that she could look out.

After traversing a street lit with lanterns, the gas-lamps seemed brilliant and by the light of them she could see grey houses with wooden shutters, pavements with passers-by jostling each other, and brightly lit restaurants, which, late though it was, seemed packed with people.

It seemed to Corinna then that she was smelling for the first time the scent of Paris.

“Everywhere in the world, every town has its own special smell,” her father had once said. “London smells of horses, leather, straw, a faint touch of salt from the sea and, in some places, the stench of dirt and uncovered sewerage.”

‘What does Paris smell like?’ Corinna asked herself now and thought that for her, at any rate, it was a smell of excitement.

There was something alive and thrilling in the air. It was a scent of spring, and yet it was more than that – it was of people and laughter.

‘An irrepressible gaiety or…’ she thought to herself, ‘should I say, ‘la joie de vivre!’

She was so grateful now that she could speak French fluently. How could she ever have collected the luggage or got herself or her almost insensible companion from the ship to the train, from the train to a voiture, without knowing what to say.

‘I will talk with French people,’ she promised herself. ‘I must find out what they feel and what they think. Why they are different from the English!’

The horse, despite its tired appearance, was conveying them at a good pace along the narrow streets. Then suddenly they were in a better part of the town with wide boulevardes, and a few minutes later the carriage drew to a standstill.

They were outside a large house in a narrow street. There was an awning over the doorway with a carpet running across the pavement, and outside Corinna saw there was a linkman or a porter – whatever they might be called in France – wearing a flamboyant crimson livery.

Her companion opened her eyes.

“We go to the door at the side,” she said.

It was too late, for the carriage had already drawn up opposite the awning and the linkman had opened the door. He looked inside, saw the two women, and then exclaimed, with what seemed to Corinna to be a somewhat cheeky grin,

“Hello, M’selle Yvette, we were not expecting you!”

“Bonjour, Gustave,” the Frenchwoman replied, and then, clinging to Corinna, she said pathetically, “I can’t walk – I’m too weak.”

“I will help you,” Corinna answered.

She assisted Yvette out of the carriage, and as Gustave put out a hand towards the luggage, she said,

“I am going elsewhere. Will you please tell the cocher to wait? That baggage is mine.”

She pointed to her trunk and the holdall, and then, supporting Yvette, started to take her into the house.

“The other door,” Yvette managed to say.

They moved away from the carpet and the awning to another door that was a few yards down the street.

Corinna knocked and the door was opened by a manservant. He would have spoken, but Gustave at that moment gave him a shout, so he pushed past the two women to assist in lifting the trunks down from the roof of the carriage.

There was a steep staircase directly in front of the door.

Corinna, realising that Yvette would have difficulty in climbing it, let her pull herself up by the bannister rail with one hand, while she still supported her round the waist. They reached the landing and there appeared to be a number of doors opening off a long corridor. It was brightly painted, well lighted and had a soft carpet.

Then as Corinna and Yvette stood at the top of the stairs, a door opened and a young woman appeared. She was wearing an indecently transparent négligée of bright crimson chiffon, she was rouged, mascaraed and powdered and there were false gems glittering in her ears and round her neck.

“Tiens! Yvette!” she exclaimed. “What is the matter with you? You look terrible, ma pauvre!”

“I have been sick, Gabriel, very sick,” Yvette answered.

“You always are on the sea,” Gabriel replied somewhat unsympathetically. “Come along, let us get you to your room, it’s all ready for you.”

She put an arm round Yvette and with Corinna’s help they partially carried her down the corridor and into a bedroom.

It was, Corinna thought at first glance, rather attractive. There seemed to be an extraordinary profusion of mirrors, draped and befringed curtains in rose pink, and the lights discreetly shaded. It was pretty, but at the same time Corinna thought at second glance there was something tawdry about it. As Gabriel and Corinna lowered Yvette onto the bed, her head fell back against the frilled pillows and she groaned.

“Now what is happening here?” a voice asked from the doorway. Corinna looked round.

A woman stood just inside the room and she could not help staring at her in surprise. She was small, dark and obviously getting on in years. Her gown was extremely décolleté with an enormous bustle sparkling all over with red paillettes and velvet bows. A necklace of huge red stones encircled her throat and she wore half a dozen bracelets. Her hair, which was quite obviously dyed jet black, was dressed high on her head and ornamented with osprey feathers and several diamond stars.

She looked so fantastic that for a moment Corinna wondered if she was an actress taking part in some stage play. Then Gabriel said,

“It is Yvette, Madame, she has returned!”

“So I see,” Madame remarked, “and about time! And as for you, Gabriel, you are wanted downstairs. You can leave Yvette to me.”

She spoke sharply before looking at Corinna.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Yvette opened her eyes.

“This is a kind ... English lady who befriended me, Madame. I would have died on the voyage had it not been for her. I would never have returned if she had not helped me.”

“Then I must thank you,” Madame said to Corinna. “Yvette is very important to me. I should not wish to lose her, although I do not think many people die of sea-sickness.”

“No, Madame,” Corinna agreed with a faint smile. “But at the same time, she has suffered acutely. It was very rough in the Channel and she has had nothing to eat all day.”

“I will see to it,” Madame said. “You have somewhere to go in Paris?”

“Yes, indeed,” Corinna replied. “I have come from England to take up the post of governess, and now if you will forgive me, I must hurry to my position, or they will wonder what has happened. The train was very late.”

“I quite understand,” Madame said, “and thank you for your kindness to one of my girls.”

“It was a pleasure,” Corinna replied.

She took Yvette’s hand in hers.

“Goodbye,” she said. “I do hope you will feel better tomorrow.”

“Merci mille fois!” Yvette said. “You are kindness itself – an angel of mercy – I shall never forget you! But before you go you must tell me your name, I would like to hear it, even if we never meet again.”

“But I hope we shall.” Corinna smiled. “My name is” – she paused a moment – “Cora Vern.”

“I shall remember,” Yvette said. “Au revoir et merci bien.”

As if the effort of even speaking had been too much for her, she put her head back again on the pillows with a moan and closed her eyes.

Madame walked with Corinna to the top of the stairs.

“Thank you, Mademoiselle,” she said. “If you are ever destitute or want a position, I shall always be pleased to see you. With your looks, you would be a great asset to any establishment.”

“Thank you for the compliment, Madame,” Corinna replied, “but I realise how dishevelled I must appear! I hope Yvette will soon be better.”

“She will be all right,” Madame said firmly. “She is an emotional type and always makes a drama out of any situation.”

There was something dry and unsympathetic in Madame’s voice, but Corinna felt there was no point in arguing or emphasising how genuine Yvette’s suffering had been. Instead she ran down the stairs. Free of her responsibility, she must now think of herself and of the reception she would receive from the Comtesse.

She realised with some alarm that it must now be nearly midnight.

She reached the street door, but the manservant who had let them in seemed to have disappeared, and she was just about to open it when she saw inside the hall her own luggage.

She stepped outside. The street was empty – the
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  THE LATE DAME BARBARA CARTLAND


  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world’s most famous romantic novelists.  With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.


  Writing her first book ‘Jigsaw’ at the age of 21, Barbara became an immediate bestseller.  Building upon this initial success, she wrote continuously throughout her life, producing bestsellers for an astonishing 76 years.  In addition to Barbara Cartland’s legion of fans in the UK and across Europe, her books have always been immensely popular in the USA.  In 1976 she achieved the unprecedented feat of having books at numbers 1 & 2 in the prestigious B. Dalton Bookseller bestsellers list.


  Although she is often referred to as the ‘Queen of Romance’, Barbara Cartland also wrote several historical biographies, six autobiographies and numerous theatrical plays as well as books on life, love, health and cookery.  Becoming one of Britain’s most popular media personalities and dressed in her trademark pink, Barbara spoke on radio and television about social and political issues, as well as making many public appearances.


  In 1991 she became a Dame of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to literature and her work for humanitarian and charitable causes.


  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime.  Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values.  But above all, it was Barbara Cartland’s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.
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