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        CHAPTER ONE

        JULY 1914

        Sheltering from the heavy rain in a doorway,
            he looked across the street to the little bow-windowed milliner’s.

        Just the name ‘Belle’ in gold italic writing
            above the window made his heart race a little faster. He could see two ladies
            silhouetted inside, and the way they moved suggested they were excited by the pretty
            hats on display. He had achieved his objective, to discover if Belle had realized her
            dream, but now he was here, so close to her, he wanted much more.

        A plump, rosy-faced matron joined him in the
            doorway to shelter from the rain. She was struggling with an umbrella which had blown
            inside out. ‘If it don’t stop raining soon we’ll all get webbed feet!’ she remarked
            jovially as she tried to right her umbrella. ‘I don’t know what possessed me to come out
            in it.’

        ‘I was thinking the same myself,’ he
            replied, and took the umbrella from her to straighten out the spokes. ‘There you are,’
            he added as he handed it back to her. ‘But I expect it will do the same again in the
            next gust of wind.’

        She looked at him curiously. ‘You’re French,
            aren’t you? But you speak good English.’

        He smiled. He liked the way English women of
            her age didn’t hold back from asking complete strangers questions. French women were
            much more reticent.

        ‘Yes, I am French, but I learned English
            when I lived here for a couple of years.’

        ‘Are you back here on holiday?’ she
            asked.

        ‘Yes, visiting old friends,’ he said, for
            that was partially true. ‘I was told Blackheath was a very
            pretty place, but I didn’t pick a good day to visit it.’

        She laughed and agreed no one would want to
            walk on the heath in such heavy rain.

        ‘You must live in the south of France,’ she
            said, looking at his tanned face appraisingly. ‘My brother holidayed in Nice and came
            back as brown as a conker.’

        He had no idea what a conker was, but he was
            glad the woman seemed prepared to chat, hoping he might learn something about Belle from
            her.

        ‘I live near Marseille. And that shop over
            there reminds me of French milliners,’ he said, pointing to the hat shop.

        She looked over to it and smiled. ‘Well,
            they say she learned her trade in Paris, and all the ladies in the village love her
            hats,’ she said with real warmth in her voice. ‘I’d have popped in there myself today if
            the weather wasn’t so bad, she’s always got time for everyone, such a lovely young
            woman.’

        ‘So she has good business then?’

        ‘Yes indeed, she gets ladies coming from all
            over to buy from her, I’m told. But I must make my way home now or there won’t be any
            dinner tonight.’

        ‘It was a pleasure talking to you,’ he said,
            and helped her put her umbrella up again.

        ‘You should go over there and buy your wife
            a hat,’ the woman said as she began to walk away. ‘You won’t find a better shop, not
            even up in Regent Street.’

        After the woman had gone he continued to
            look across the street to the shop, hoping for a glimpse of Belle. He had no wife to buy
            a pretty hat for, and he hardly needed an excuse to drop into an old friend’s shop. But
            was it wise to stir up the past?

        He turned to look at his reflection in the
            shop window beside him. Old friends back in France claimed he’d changed
            in the two years since he last saw Belle, but he couldn’t see
            any difference himself. He was still as lean and fit: hard work on his small farm kept
            him that way and his shoulders were even broader and more muscular. But perhaps his
            friends meant that the old scar on his cheek had faded and contentment had softened his
            angular features to make him look less dangerous.

        Ten years ago, in his mid-twenties, when
            he’d needed to be able to strike fear into people, he’d taken some pride in hearing that
            his blue eyes were icy and there was menace even in his voice. But while he knew he was
            still capable of violence if it was needed, he had retired from that world.

        If the older woman’s praise for Belle was
            representative of how everyone in this genteel village felt about her, the more
            scandalous parts of her past couldn’t have followed her here. That was good. He of all
            people knew how past mistakes, wrong turns and shameful episodes were often very hard to
            live down.

        Now, as his mission had been accomplished,
            he knew the wisest thing would be to go back to the station and catch a train into
            London.

        The tinkling of a door bell alerted him
            that someone was leaving Belle’s shop. It was both the ladies, who he guessed were
            mother and daughter, for one looked to be in her forties, the other no more than
            eighteen or so. The younger one ran to a waiting automobile with two pink- and
            black-striped hat boxes in her hands, while the older woman looked back into the shop as
            if saying goodbye. Then suddenly he could see Belle in the doorway, as slender and as
            lovely as he remembered, wearing a very demure, high-necked pale green dress, her dark
            shiny hair piled up on her head with just a few curls escaping around her face.

        All at once he
            didn’t want to be wise; he had to speak to her. The rumblings of war which had started a
            year or two ago had become increasingly louder in the last year, and since the
            assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria back at the end of June, war was
            now inevitable. Germany would undoubtedly invade France and as he would have to fight
            for his country, he might not live to see Belle ever again.

        As the two women drove off, Belle closed the
            shop door. Unable to resist the impulse now she was alone, he darted across the street
            through the rain, pausing for just a second or two to watch her through the glass in the
            door. She had her back to him as she arranged some hats on little stands. There was a
            row of tiny pearl buttons down the back of her dress, and he felt a pang of jealousy
            that he would never be able to undo them for her. She bent forward to pick up a hat box
            from the floor and he had a glimpse of shapely calves above pretty lacy ankle boots. He
            had seen her naked at the time he rescued her in Paris, and felt nothing then but
            concern for her, yet now the sight of just a few inches of leg was arousing.

        She turned as the door bell tinkled and on
            seeing him her hands flew up to her mouth and her eyes opened wide with shocked
            surprise. ‘Etienne Carrera!’ she exclaimed. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

        Her voice, the deep blue of her eyes and
            even the way she said his name made him feel weak with longing. ‘I’m flattered that you
            remember me,’ he said, removing his hat with a flourish. ‘And you are looking even more
            lovely. Success and married life suit you.’

        He took a couple of steps nearer her,
            intending to kiss her cheek, but she blushed and backed away as if nervous. ‘How did you
            know I was married and here in Blackheath?’ she asked.

        ‘I called in at the
            Ram’s Head in Seven Dials. The landlord there told me you’d married Jimmy and moved to
            Blackheath. I couldn’t leave England without seeing you, so I caught the train out here
            in the hope of finding you.’

        ‘After all you did for me I should have
            written to you when I got married,’ she said, looking both anxious and flustered by his
            sudden appearance. ‘But …’ she faltered.

        ‘I understand,’ he said lightly. ‘Old
            friends who have been through so much together do not need to explain. I always knew
            from the way Jimmy never gave up in his quest to find you after your abduction that he
            must love you very deeply. So I am just happy that things worked out for you both. I
            heard that he and his uncle have a public house here.’

        Belle nodded. ‘It’s the Railway, just down
            the hill. I’m sure you remember me telling you about Mog, my mother’s housekeeper. Well,
            she married Garth, Jimmy’s uncle, two years ago in September, then Jimmy and I got
            married soon afterwards.’

        ‘And you got your hat shop at last!’ Etienne
            glanced appreciatively at the pale pink and cream decor. ‘It’s lovely, as feminine and
            chic as you are. A woman out on the street told me you couldn’t get better hats even in
            Regent Street.’

        She smiled then and seemed to relax a
            little. ‘Why don’t you take off that wet raincoat and I’ll make us both a cup of
            tea?

        ‘Are you still on your farm?’ she called as
            she went into a little room at the back of the shop.

        Etienne hung his coat on a hook by the door,
            and brushed his damp fair hair back with his hands. ‘I am indeed, but I also do a little
            translating, which is the reason I came to England to meet with a company I have done
            work for in the past,’ he called back.

        ‘So your life is about more than chickens
            and lemon trees now?’ she said as she came back into the shop.
            ‘Please tell me you have kept to the straight and narrow?’

        Etienne put his hand on his heart. ‘I
            promise you I am a pillar of polite society,’ he said, his voice grave but his blue eyes
            twinkling. ‘I haven’t escorted any more young girls to America, and neither have I
            rescued any from the clutches of madmen.’

        He had never forgiven himself for not making
            a stand when the gangsters he had worked for back then blackmailed him into delivering
            Belle to a brothel in New Orleans. He might have partially redeemed himself two years
            later when he rescued her in Paris, but in his eyes that didn’t wipe the slate
            clean.

        ‘I really don’t believe you could ever be a
            pillar of society,’ Belle giggled.

        ‘Do you doubt my word?’ he said with
            pretended pique. ‘Shame on you, Belle, for having such little faith! Have I ever lied to
            you?’

        ‘You once told me you’d kill me if I tried
            to escape,’ she retorted. ‘And you later admitted that wasn’t true.’

        ‘That’s the trouble with women,’ he smiled.
            ‘They always remember the little, inconsequential things.’ He reached out and touched a
            pink feathered hat on a stand, marvelling that her determination and talent had paid
            off. ‘It’s your turn to tell the truth now. Is your marriage all you hoped for?’

        ‘Much more,’ she said, just a little too
            quickly. ‘We are very happy. Jimmy is just the very best of husbands.’

        ‘Then I am happy for you,’ he said and gave
            a little bow.

        Belle giggled again. ‘And you? Do you have a
            lady in your life?’ she asked.

        ‘No one special enough to settle down with,’
            he said.

        She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

        He smiled. ‘Don’t
            look like that, not everyone wants marriage and stability. Especially now with war
            coming.’

        ‘Surely it will be averted?’ she said
            hopefully.

        ‘No, Belle. There is no chance of that. It
            is only weeks away.’

        ‘That’s all men talk about these days,’ she
            sighed. ‘I get so weary of it. But look, why don’t you come home with me now and meet
            Jimmy, Garth and Mog? They’ll be so excited to meet you after all this time.’

        ‘I don’t think that would be appropriate,’
            Etienne said.

        Belle pouted. ‘Why ever not? You saved my
            life in Paris, and they’ll be very disappointed and puzzled that you called here but
            wouldn’t come and meet them.’

        He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment.
            ‘When you moved here you also left the past behind.’

        Belle opened her mouth to protest but shut
            it again, realizing he was quite right. From the day she married Jimmy she had firmly
            closed the door on her time in America and Paris. Etienne may have opened it again by
            coming to see her, and she was glad he had, but Jimmy might not see it that way.

        ‘What about Noah?’ she asked. ‘Will you see
            him? You became such good friends when you were searching for me, and I’m sure you’ll
            remember Lisette who took care of me in the convent before you took me to America. Noah
            fell in love with her, and they are married now with a baby on the way. They have a
            lovely home in St John’s Wood.’

        ‘I have kept in touch with Noah,’ Etienne
            said. ‘Not perhaps as well as I should have, but then he’s a journalist and writing
            comes much easier to him than it does to me. But he is such a well-known columnist now
            that I can even read his work in France. In fact I’m having lunch with him tomorrow,
            near his office. We will always be friends, but I won’t call at
            his home. We both feel Lisette needs no reminders of the past,
            especially now with a baby coming.’

        Belle gave a rueful smile, understanding
            exactly what he meant. Lisette had also been forced into prostitution when she was a
            young girl, which was why she had been so kind to Belle. ‘Respectability comes at a high
            price. I like Noah and Lisette very much, but although we keep in touch, and visit each
            other now and then, we are always careful to avoid talking about how and why we met. I
            know that is the right thing to do now both Lisette and I are married, but it does
            prevent us from being really close friends.’

        ‘Does the past affect your relationship with
            Jimmy?’ Etienne asked, his eyes boring into her, daring her to lie to him.

        ‘Sometimes it does,’ she admitted. ‘It’s
            like having a splinter in your finger which you can’t get out, yet you can’t help but
            prod it.’

        Etienne nodded. He thought her description
            very apt. ‘For me too. But in time a splinter works its way out and the hole it left
            will become filled with new memories.’

        Belle laughed suddenly. ‘Why are we being so
            gloomy? For all of us – you, me, Jimmy, Mog, and Lisette too – despite all the troubles
            we had, good came out of it. So why are humans so perverse that they choose to dwell on
            the bad times?’

        ‘Is it the bad times we dwell on, or the
            beautiful moments that lifted us up during the bad times?’ he asked, raising one eyebrow
            quizzically.

        Belle blushed, and he knew she remembered
            only too well the moments they’d shared.

        Despite being taken against her will to
            America, Belle cared for him when he was seasick on the voyage. Long before they reached
            New Orleans they had become very close, and on the night of her sixteenth birthday she
            had offered herself to him. He didn’t know how he restrained
            himself that night; he wanted her despite his wife and two young sons at home. The
            memory of her firm young body in his arms, the sweetness of her kisses, had inflamed him
            so often over the years. Yet he was very glad he hadn’t succumbed to her charms that
            night – he carried enough guilt about her without that too.

        ‘Whenever I read anything about New York I
            think of you showing me all the sights,’ she said. ‘I have to take care I never mention
            that I’ve been there, or I might have to explain when and who I was with. I never asked
            you if you enjoyed those two days too. Did you?’

        ‘It was the most fun I’d had in a long
            time,’ he admitted. ‘You were so wide-eyed, so eager to see everything. I felt so bad
            when we had to continue the journey to New Orleans, knowing I’d got to leave you
            there.’

        ‘It wasn’t so bad at Martha’s,’ she said,
            putting one hand on his arm as if to reassure him. ‘I never blamed you, I always
            understood that you had to do it. And anyway, when two years later in Paris you came
            bursting through the door to save me from Pascal, you more than made up for
            everything.’

        She involuntarily shuddered as she always
            did when she remembered the horror Pascal put her through. That madman had imprisoned
            her at the top of his house, and if Etienne hadn’t managed to find her she had no doubt
            Pascal would’ve killed her.

        And Etienne hadn’t only rescued her, he’d
            healed her by sitting beside her bed at the hospital, letting her cry, talking to her
            and giving her hope for the future. She remembered too the day Noah told her that
            Etienne’s wife and two sons had died in a fire at their home. To her shame her first
            reaction had been that Etienne was now free, not horror that his loved ones should die
            in such a barbarous way.

        Etienne noticed her
            shudder, and aware that his unexpected visit and their shared past were troubling her,
            he felt he must bring them both back to the present.

        ‘I’m going to enlist in the army when I get
            back to France,’ he said.

        ‘Oh no, surely not,’ she gasped.

        Etienne chuckled. ‘That’s always the female
            reaction, but it’s my duty, Belle. And once again my past will catch up with me because
            I evaded the compulsory national service as a lad by coming to England.’

        ‘Will they punish you for that?’ she
            asked.

        He grinned. ‘I’m hoping they’ll just be glad
            to put a gun in my hands,’ he said. ‘I won’t be welcoming all the drill and having to
            take orders, and I’m not naive enough to think it’s the path to glory, but I love
            France, and I’ll be damned if I’ll stand by and see it fall into the hands of
            Germans.’

        She looked at him speculatively. ‘You are
            resourceful and brave, Etienne, you’ll make a good soldier. But I’d much rather you were
            safe on your farm growing lemons and feeding chickens.’

        He shrugged. ‘In this life we can’t always
            choose the safe and pleasant road. I have a violent past, I know the worst man can do to
            man. I thought I’d never have to put that to use ever again, but it seems that is
            exactly what my country needs me for now.’

        ‘You are a good and honourable man,’ she
            sighed. ‘Please keep safe. But if you’re sure you really don’t wish to come and meet
            Jimmy, I ought to close the shop and go home. We always like to have a meal together
            before he opens the bar for the evening.’

        ‘Yes, of course, I mustn’t delay you,’ he
            said, but made no move to pick up his hat and coat. He wanted to tell her that he had
            always loved her, he wanted to take her in his arms and kiss
            her. But he knew it was too late. He had had his chance back in Paris and he hadn’t
            taken it. Now she belonged to another man.

        ‘You’d better leave first. I don’t want
            anyone remarking that I was seen walking down the street with a stranger,’ she said
            bluntly.

        At that Etienne put on his coat. ‘I found
            what I was looking for,’ he said quietly. ‘That you are happy and secure. Stay happy,
            love Jimmy with all your heart, and I hope one day I will hear through Noah that you
            have a whole brood of children.’

        He took her hand and kissed it, then turned
            quickly and walked out.

        ‘Au revoir,’ Belle murmured as the door
            closed behind him, tears prickling her eyes for there was so much more she would have
            liked to say to him. So much more she wanted to know about his life.

        At sixteen she had thought she loved him. It
            still made her blush to remember how she’d stripped off her clothes and got into his
            bunk and invited him to share it with her. He had been such a gentleman; he’d held her
            and kissed her, but took it no further.

        As an adult looking back on the horrors
            she’d experienced before meeting Etienne, being snatched from the street by her home,
            then taken to Paris to be sold to a brothel and raped by five men, she supposed that she
            might have felt she loved anyone who was kind to her after such an ordeal.

        Yet it couldn’t have been just because
            Etienne was kind to her, or that he was strong, sensitive and affectionate, because
            those girlish dreams about him had stayed with her throughout her time in New Orleans
            and the voyage back to France.

        When he reappeared to save her life, her
            innocence was long gone and she knew more about men than any
            woman should. But he must have felt something for her too: why else would he come
            rushing to Paris two years later when it was reported to him that she’d disappeared?

        Throughout her convalescence after the
            rescue, she waited and hoped for an admission of love. She sensed he did love her from
            the way he looked at her, and the tenderness he showed her. Yet he didn’t take her in
            his arms and admit he wanted her, not even when they parted at the Gare du Nord and she
            was crying and making her own feelings very clear.

        She’d done her very best to erase their
            parting from her mind, and the yearning she felt for him for so long after, even when
            she was safely home with Mog, and Jimmy was talking of marriage. So why did he have to
            come here today to drive that particular splinter back into her heart?

        She had told him the truth. She and Jimmy
            were very happy. He was her best friend, lover, brother and husband all rolled into one.
            They had the same goals, they laughed at the same things, he was everything any girl
            could want or need. He had healed the horrors of the past; in his arms she had
            encountered exquisite tenderness, and deep satisfaction too, for he was a caring and
            sensitive lover.

        Jimmy was her world; she loved the life she
            had with him. Yet all the same she wished she could have told Etienne how wonderful it
            was to see him again; that he’d been in her thoughts so often over the last two years
            and that she owed him so much.

        But a married woman could not say such
            things, and neither could she encourage him to stay in her shop any longer. Blackheath
            was a village, people were small-minded and nosy, and there would be plenty of them glad
            to gossip about seeing a handsome man talking to her in her shop.

        She began to tidy
            up, dusting off the counter and picking up some stray tissue paper from the floor.

        Yet she couldn’t help but ask herself why,
            if everything was so good for her, she felt there was something missing in her life. Why
            did she read about suffragettes in the newspaper and feel envy that they had the guts to
            stand up for rights for women in the face of hostility? Why did she feel a little
            stifled by respectability? But above all, why was it that Etienne’s voice, his looks and
            the touch of his lips on her hand, still had the power to make her shiver?

        She shook herself, opened the drawer where
            she kept the day’s takings and emptied them into a cloth bag which she pushed into her
            reticule. She secured her straw hat to her hair with a long hat pin, flung her cloak
            over her shoulders and took her umbrella from the stand by the door.

        She paused at the door before turning off
            the lights, and reminded herself of the day she opened her shop. It had been a cold
            November day, just two months after Mog and Garth’s wedding, and she and Jimmy were due
            to be married just before Christmas. Everything had been new and shiny that day. Jimmy
            had indulged her by buying the small but expensive French chandeliers and the
            glass-topped counter. Mog had found the two button-backed Regency chairs and had them
            re-upholstered in pink velvet, and Garth’s present to her was paying the two decorators
            who had done such a fine job of turning the dingy little shop into a pink and cream
            feminine heaven.

        She sold twenty-two hats that first day, and
            dozens of other women who came in to look had been back since to buy. In the eighteen
            months since then there had been fewer than seven days in total when she hadn’t sold one
            hat, and those were all in bad weather. The average week’s sales
            worked out at fifteen hats, and though it meant she had to work
            very hard to keep up with the demand, and use an out-worker to help her, she was making
            a very good profit. During the summer she’d bought in plain straw boaters and trimmed
            them herself, and that had proved very profitable. Her shop was a resounding
            success.

        ‘As is everything in your life,’ she
            reminded herself as she turned out the lights.

        Etienne went straight to the station, but
            having found he’d just missed a train and had twenty-five minutes to wait for the next
            one, he stood by the window by the ticket office and looked at the Railway public house
            across the street.

        He had never quite understood English bars,
            the rigid opening hours, men standing at the bar drinking huge quantities of beer, then
            staggering home at closing time as if they could only face their wives and children when
            drunk. French bars were far more civilized. They were never seen as a kind of temple to
            get drunk in, for they were open all day and a man wasn’t considered odd if he drank
            coffee or a soft drink as he read the newspaper.

        The Railway at least looked inviting, with
            its fresh paint and sparkling windows. He could imagine that on a cold winter’s night it
            was a warm, friendly haven for men to gather in.

        As he looked at it, a big man with red hair
            and a beard came out of the front door. He was wearing a leather apron over his clothes,
            and Etienne guessed that this was Garth Franklin, Jimmy’s uncle. Stopping to look up at
            water spurting out of a broken gutter and running down the front of the building, he
            called to someone inside.

        A younger man joined him, and Etienne knew
            immediately that this was Jimmy. He was bigger than he’d imagined, as tall as his uncle
            and with the same broad shoulders, but he was clean-shaven and
            his red hair was neat and slightly darker than Garth’s, perhaps because he’d oiled it
            down. The pair, who looked like father and son, stood there looking up, discussing the
            broken gutter, seemingly oblivious to the rain.

        Jimmy suddenly turned, his face breaking
            into a joyful smile, and Etienne saw it was because he’d seen Belle coming towards
            them.

        She was struggling to hold the umbrella over
            her and holding her cloak around her shoulders, but she ran the last few yards towards
            the men. As she reached them, her umbrella was tilted back and Etienne noted that her
            smile was as bright as her husband’s.

        Jimmy took the umbrella from her with one
            hand, while with the other he caressed her wet cheek, and kissed her forehead. Just
            those small, tender gestures told Etienne how much the man loved her.

        He had to turn away. He knew he should feel
            at peace to be sure Belle was truly loved and protected, but instead he felt only bitter
            pangs of jealousy.
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        CHAPTER TWO

        Belle looked up from sketching, frowning with
            irritation at the din coming from downstairs in the bar. She expected such noise on
            Saturday nights, especially near closing time, but not at eight o’clock on a
            Tuesday.

        Mog’s homemaking skills had come into their
            own since they all moved to Blackheath. The living room was large, with two sash windows
            looking on to the street. During the afternoon and evening it was bathed in sunshine,
            and Mog’s choice of decor, pale green wallpaper with a small leaf motif, moss-green
            velvet curtains and a sumptuous Turkish carpet she had bought at an auction, was very
            attractive yet homely.

        The previous owners of the pub had left the
            huge couch behind, probably because it had seen better days, but Belle and Mog had made
            a loose chintz cover for it and matching ones for the two armchairs they’d brought from
            Seven Dials. Garth was always teasing Mog about aspiring to be ‘gentry’, and said that
            she’d be insisting on getting a maid before long. But both he and Belle knew that she
            would never trust anyone else to clean her home; she loved it too much to have any
            outsider poking around in it.

        Normally the living room was a serene
            retreat from the hurly-burly of a busy pub. Belle loved her evenings sitting at the
            table by the window working on her hat designs, but realizing that with all the noise
            tonight she wasn’t going to be able to concentrate, and overcome by curiosity, she
            decided she would go down and see what was going on.

        As Garth didn’t approve of women behind the
            bar during the evenings, she could only peep round the door.
            Yet even with a limited view she could see it was filled to capacity with young men, all
            clamouring to be served. But the most surprising thing was that they came from all walks
            of life. Some were City gent types with bowler hats, dark suits and starched white
            shirts, others were manual workers in flat caps and grubby overalls, but almost every
            other occupation and style of dress between these two extremes were accounted for too.
            Jimmy and Garth were struggling to keep up with the supply of beer.

        ‘What on earth’s going on?’ she asked Mog,
            who was washing glasses in the kitchen. ‘There must be at least eighty men in there.
            What made them all come in tonight?’

        ‘They’ve all been enlisting in the army,’
            Mog said, and shook her head as if she was bewildered by such madness.

        On 4 August, two weeks earlier, Germany had
            invaded Belgium and therefore England had declared war on Germany. Since then no one had
            talked about anything else. The newspapers were full of it, men stood on street corners
            discussing the likely outcome, even the women who came in to Belle’s shop talked about
            it, some afraid that their husbands or sweethearts would join up, others claiming it was
            every able-bodied man’s duty to go and fight.

        Belle knew, as everyone did, that the
            British army was small, but it was also often said that its soldiers were better trained
            than any other European army. She hadn’t expected that ordinary men like these would
            start clamouring to join up.

        ‘What, all of them?’ Belle exclaimed as she
            peeped round the door to the bar again. ‘They aren’t even men, they’re mostly boys!’

        Now she knew what had caused their
            excitement, their flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes made her feel chilled. She
            had recognized a few of them as sons, brothers or husbands of
            women she knew, and wondered what their reaction would be to their menfolk
            enlisting.

        ‘There was a soldier playing a bugle outside
            the church hall apparently,’ Mog said, as if that was an excuse for them to be so
            impulsive. ‘Garth went by there this afternoon and saw them flocking in to sign up. He
            came back with a similar light in his eyes, but mercifully they’re refusing anyone over
            forty.’

        Belle felt a pang of fear run through her.
            ‘Jimmy wouldn’t want to join up too, would he?’

        ‘Not if he’s got any sense,’ Mog said,
            grimacing as if the thought appalled her. ‘But men are funny creatures – who knows what
            goes on inside their heads? Most of them just want a bit of adventure, so let’s hope
            it’s true that it’ll all be over by Christmas.’

        Garth opened the bar door and called to Mog
            to hurry up with the glasses and asked her to come and serve too. Belle thought he must
            be hard-pressed to lose his prejudice against women behind his bar as she went upstairs
            again. But once back in the living room she found herself worrying about Jimmy.

        Up until now his view had been that
            soldiering was for professionals, not a bunch of hot-headed amateurs. Yet whatever he
            said, Belle suspected that pressure from other men and a surge of patriotism might very
            well change his mind. Mog was probably right in saying that most recruits just wanted an
            adventure, but some of their number would be killed or wounded, and Jimmy could well be
            among them.

        Just the possibility of losing Jimmy made
            her eyes fill with tears. She couldn’t, and didn’t want to, think about life without
            him. She wiped away a stray tear, not understanding why in the past few weeks she’d
            become so emotional about everything. Only the previous day she’d burst into tears on
            opening a box of trimmings from her supplier and finding he’d
            sent four rolls of red ribbon instead of one each of red, pink, blue and yellow.

        But then ever since the day in June when
            Etienne turned up at the shop, she’d not been herself. The weather had turned very warm
            just after his visit, bringing in a sudden demand for straw boaters. She’d had some put
            by, already trimmed, so there was no real need for panic, but she did panic, rushing
            down to her supplier in Lewisham and buying up almost his entire stock. Yet instead of
            buckling down and getting the hats trimmed up, she found herself idly staring out of the
            shop window. She’d nodded off several times during the day, then at night couldn’t go to
            sleep. She could be hungry all day, yet when Mog dished up the evening meal, often her
            appetite had gone. Her ability to concentrate appeared to have left her too; she
            couldn’t seem to stick at anything for more than half an hour.

        At first she thought it was just because
            Etienne had stirred up old memories; she certainly had been guilty of frequent
            daydreams. But now she wondered if it was just the war, as it was hard to look ahead
            when you couldn’t foresee what the future might bring. Yet could impending war and
            uncertainty really account for her feeling over-emotional, woolly-headed and weary? She
            hadn’t confided in Mog or Jimmy because there was nothing tangible to describe, and
            anyway she was afraid to say anything to either of them in case she let slip about
            Etienne calling on her.

        She felt bad about that. What could be more
            natural than sharing the delight in seeing an old friend again? But of course the truth
            was that she was afraid she would say something that would make Jimmy realize her
            feelings for Etienne had been more than just friendship.

        It was as plain as
            the nose on her face that she couldn’t have a better husband than Jimmy. She didn’t
            think that many one-time whores could claim they’d never had their past thrown back in
            their face in a moment of anger or jealousy.

        But Jimmy had never done that. He was kind,
            steady, sensitive to her needs, and would do absolutely anything for her. Yet even more
            unusual, and something she truly valued, was that she had the kind of freedom in her
            marriage that was almost unheard of. He never interfered with her business, he was proud
            that she was doing so well, and if she should fail, she knew he’d be supportive. And he
            worshipped her.

        Common sense told her that even if Etienne
            had told her he loved her when they were in Paris, and she’d married him instead of
            Jimmy, it would never have become the kind of serene relationship she had now. Noah had
            been right when he pointed out on the journey back to England that Etienne was
            dangerous. He didn’t mean that Etienne would ever physically hurt her, more that he was
            a deep, complicated man with a complex and dark past.

        But he was gone for good now. By now he
            might even be fighting the Germans. She just hoped he would stay safe.

        ‘Penny for them!’

        Belle spun round in her seat at Mog’s
            remark. She’d been so deep in her guilty thoughts that she hadn’t heard her come into
            the room.

        Marriage had done wonders for Mog. All
            through Belle’s childhood in Seven Dials, she had been a kindly and loving mouse. She’d
            scuttled about her work, cooking, cleaning and mending, always in dark, shapeless
            clothes, her hair scraped back tightly from her face. She had seemed much older than
            Annie, Belle’s true mother, even though they were the same age.

        Now her clothes were fashionable, fitted
            well and showed off her small but shapely body. She might have a few strands
            of grey among the brown now, but she wore her hair in a
            chignon, with a few loose curls around a face that glowed from fresh air and happiness.
            She might be thirty-eight, but today, in a pink- and black-striped dress with pin tucks
            on the bodice, she looked ten years younger.

        Mog had made her dress herself, but she was
            such a skilful seamstress that it could have come from the very expensive gown shop
            further up Tranquil Vale. She told anyone who asked that she’d been a housekeeper before
            she married Garth, and they assumed by her demeanour that she’d worked for gentry.

        No one would ever guess she had spent her
            entire adult life until now as a maid in a brothel, and carried inside her head more
            knowledge about that profession than the whole female population of Blackheath.

        ‘You were miles away,’ she said to Belle,
            smiling fondly. ‘Care to tell me about it?’

        Mog had been like a mother to Belle for her
            entire life, and she was the one Belle could normally confide in about anything. But she
            couldn’t admit anything about Etienne, Mog would be horrified that any man other than
            Jimmy ever crossed her mind.

        ‘My thoughts aren’t worth anything,’ Belle
            sighed. ‘It’s just the war, the madness down in the bar. It’s unsettling.’

        Mog looked down at the hat Belle was
            drawing, frowning because she saw it was almost funereal, not Belle’s usual frothy
            style. ‘You’ve been looking a bit peaky for a couple of weeks now,’ she said. ‘You
            couldn’t be up the duff, could you?’

        Belle’s mouth dropped open in shock, partly
            at Mog using the kind of slang she used back in Seven Dials, but even more because it
            had never occurred to her to consider she might be having a baby.

        ‘No, of course
            not,’ she said. ‘Well, I don’t think so. I can’t be! Can I?’

        Mog chuckled. ‘Well, if I didn’t know you
            better I’d have thought you didn’t know how babies are made,’ she said.

        Belle blushed and giggled. Since Mog married
            Garth she never said anything about Belle’s time as a whore, and even when she spoke
            about the days when she was the maid and Belle’s nursemaid in her mother’s brothel, she
            somehow avoided all reference to what went on elsewhere in the house. So the oblique
            reference to it now was surprising.

        ‘I hadn’t considered that possibility,’
            Belle replied.

        ‘Well, consider it now,’ Mog said tartly. ‘I
            noticed you turned green last night when I was preparing that ox tongue. You couldn’t
            get out the kitchen fast enough.’

        ‘It was just that it smelled funny.’

        ‘Maybe so, but it’s never bothered you
            before. When was your last monthly?’

        Belle tried to think. She could remember one
            back in May when there was a brief heatwave, but that was all. She told Mog this. ‘That
            isn’t to say I haven’t had another one, I just can’t remember,’ she added.

        ‘If that was the last one you’d be three
            months gone now,’ Mog said, looking at Belle speculatively. ‘Have you had any other
            symptoms?’

        ‘Well, I’ve felt a bit odd,’ Belle admitted.
            ‘But not sick or anything.’

        ‘Don’t look so worried,’ Mog said lightly.
            ‘If you are having a baby it’s a gift from heaven, and it’s something to rejoice about.
            I keep hoping I might be lucky, but maybe I’m too old.’

        That brought Belle up sharply. It had never
            occurred to her Mog might want a baby. Yet by the wistful look in her
            eyes, that was exactly what she had hoped for when she married
            Garth.

        ‘You aren’t too old,’ Belle said quickly.
            ‘Women have babies right up till they are in their mid-forties. But I’m not sure that
            this is the right time for either of us, not with the war on.’

        ‘Well, I know I’m not having one,’ Mog
            sighed. ‘But maybe you are, and war or no war, we’re all going to love an addition to
            the family. Just think how excited Jimmy will be!’

        ‘Don’t say anything,’ Belle warned her. ‘I
            don’t believe I’m that way.’

        Mog just looked at Belle with the same smug
            expression she always had when she thought she knew better. ‘I wouldn’t dream of telling
            Jimmy anything we discussed in private, but I’d better go back down there now and wash
            some more glasses.’

        After Mog had gone, Belle put her hand on
            her stomach. It was as flat as it always had been, but it was rather nice to imagine
            there might be a tiny baby growing inside her. Back in New Orleans, and Paris too, it
            had been something to fear, and she’d used all the preventive measures she’d known to
            make sure it never happened.

        She also was familiar with most of the first
            symptoms of pregnancy, as the other girls in New Orleans were always talking about them.
            Sudden aversions to certain smells were common, as were tender breasts and being sick in
            the mornings. But her breasts weren’t tender and neither had she felt sick.

        Having a baby once you were happily married
            was the natural order of things. But for some reason Belle hadn’t expected it to happen
            to her.

        She picked up her pencil and began drawing
            again, but her heart wasn’t really in it, and when she heard Garth ring the
            bell down in the bar for last orders, she was glad that the
            evening was almost over.

        It took a long time for Garth and Jimmy to
            usher everyone out of the bar. Belle looked out of the living-room window and watched as
            groups of men lurched across the road in twos and threes, with rubbery legs, arms around
            one another’s shoulders. She saw one fall flat on his face. She had no idea whether they
            would be off tomorrow to the training camp in France, or if it took longer to arrange,
            but it was frightening to think that within a few weeks they could have guns in their
            hands. They were shop assistants, clerks, bricklayers and gardeners; the nearest most
            had come to a gun was on a rifle range at a fair. Her stomach tightened in fear for
            them, and she had a premonition that some wouldn’t make it to their next birthday.

        She shook herself out of such maudlin
            thoughts and went downstairs to help, as there would be a great deal of clearing up
            after such a busy night.

        Half an hour later, the bar and tables were
            wiped down, stools and chairs stacked on them, and most of the glasses were washed and
            dried. Mog looked exhausted. Garth was out in the back yard hosing it down, muttering to
            himself about the pools of vomit and the filthy state of the lavatory.

        ‘We’ve taken more than a whole week’s
            takings tonight,’ Jimmy said as he took a tray of clean glasses and replaced them on the
            shelves under the bar. ‘But I hope to hell we don’t get another night like this
            one.’

        ‘You won’t join up too, will you?’ Belle
            asked him anxiously.

        He laughed, stopping what he was doing to
            pat her cheek. ‘What, and leave you, the prettiest lady in London? Of course I won’t, at
            least not unless they make it compulsory. And that’s unlikely,
            because who would run everything in England if everyone under forty was sent to
            France?’

        ‘The old codgers like me,’ Garth called out
            from the yard. ‘And if I have to clean up a mess like this again I’ll lie about my age
            and volunteer.’

        Jimmy fell asleep that night almost as soon
            as he got into bed, but as always he had one arm around Belle, curled into her back. She
            lay there in the darkness listening to his gentle breathing, and moved his hand down on
            to her belly. She had got over the shock of Mog’s suggestion now, and here, tucked so
            cosily into bed, the thought of her and Jimmy having a baby was a good one. She could
            imagine Mog and Garth cooing over him or her, always ready to lend a hand, as loving as
            grandparents. Jimmy would make a superb father too; he was loving, patient and so
            big-hearted.

        But would she make a good mother? She knew
            nothing about babies, having no younger brothers or sisters, and brought up as she was,
            she’d never even held one in her arms. The closest she’d ever got to a baby was seeing
            women in Seven Dials with one tucked into a shawl in their arms. Here in Blackheath many
            of the mothers had nursemaids who walked their charges in a perambulator on the
            heath.

        Would she be able to keep her shop going?
            While she certainly didn’t like the thought of giving it up, she wasn’t going to do what
            her own mother had done and hand over the baby to Mog.

        Thinking of Annie, Belle wondered how she’d
            react to becoming a grandmother. Would she be indifferent? Or see it as a chance to make
            amends?

        Belle had hoped when Annie helped her to get
            the shop they might become closer, but that hadn’t come about. If
            Belle didn’t go and see her once a month, there would be no
            contact at all.

        Annie was still running the boarding house
            in King’s Cross that she’d acquired when the old place in Jake’s Court had been burned
            down, and doing very well for herself. No one would ever guess by her elegant clothes
            and genteel manner that she’d once owned a brothel. Belle suspected that she kept having
            a daughter a secret too, so she wasn’t likely to be enthusiastic about a grandchild.

        Belle ran her hand over her stomach and
            silently vowed she was going to give her child all the love and affection she’d never
            received from her mother.
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        CHAPTER THREE

        Belle fanned herself with a newspaper. It was
            so hot in the shop that she felt she might just melt. Not for the first time in the past
            few days of stifling heat, she wondered who it was that decided women had to wear so
            many clothes.

        She was wearing a camisole, chemise, drawers
            and stockings, over those a petticoat with yards of material, and then a fitted dress
            with long sleeves and a high neck. They were all damp with perspiration and her feet
            hurt because they were swollen with the heat, but she supposed she was luckier than most
            women who felt obliged to suffer a boned corset too.

        It was four in the afternoon and she hadn’t
            had a single customer since ten that morning. Earlier there had been plenty of people
            walking by on their way up to the heath. Most of the ladies had been carrying parasols,
            and if only she’d thought to stock a few she might have made some sales today.

        But it was very quiet now for a Friday, a
            lull perhaps because the fair was opening on the heath tonight. Last year she’d been
            really excited by it; Jimmy had taken her there on the Saturday night and they’d had a
            wonderful time on the swingboats, the carousel and the helter-skelter, and gone home
            with a coconut and a goldfish he’d won. But she had no enthusiasm this year. It might be
            the last weekend of August, and to everyone perhaps the finale of summer, but the grass
            on the heath was brown and dusty through lack of rain. It would be even more crowded
            this year because everyone was out to enjoy themselves while
            they could, putting the war to the back of their minds.

        Since the busy night when so many young men
            had enlisted, there was less talk about it, but plenty of grousing about rich people who
            were stockpiling foodstuffs. In some cases they’d cleaned shops out, and the word was
            that it was bound to make food prices soar. But Belle had sold more hats, as many
            sweethearts were rushing to get married.

        She wished she and Jimmy could go to the
            seaside tomorrow; it would be heaven to feel a sea breeze and escape the stink of
            drains, which kept making her feel sick. But with the fair on, she knew he couldn’t
            leave Garth and Mog to run the pub alone.

        She moved over to the open door of the shop,
            desperate for some cooler air, and stood leaning against the doorpost, idly wondering if
            she should tell Jimmy about the baby tonight. Just two days ago she’d finally gone to
            see Dr Towle in Lee Park, and he had confirmed she was indeed about three and a half
            months pregnant. Almost as soon as Mog had suggested she might be, the symptoms arrived.
            First, she was becoming ever more sensitive to smells and she’d gone off drinking tea.
            But now her breasts were tender and fuller, and the waistband on her petticoat was
            tighter.

        Only Mog knew so far, and she seemed to
            think it wasn’t quite proper to tell Jimmy and Garth yet. Belle thought that was the
            silliest thing she’d ever heard, as what could be more natural than to inform her
            husband he was going to have a son or daughter? But she had noticed that women around
            here didn’t talk about pregnancy, and because she was afraid of making a social gaffe,
            she was keeping it to herself for now.

        A young couple were coming up the street.
            The girl, who was probably younger than Belle, was small and slender,
            wearing a pale pink ruffled dress and a straw boater. She was
            holding the arm of a man a few years older than her; he had the look of a bank clerk
            with his formal dark suit and stiff collar. The girl was gazing up at him as he spoke,
            hanging on his every word. As she appeared far too young to be married, it was unusual
            that there was no one else with them to act as a chaperone. Belle privately thought it
            preposterous that a young couple couldn’t take a walk together without tongues wagging,
            but that was how it was around here.

        When she and Mog had first come to live in
            Blackheath, they had to bow to all these peculiar and restricting niceties, just so they
            would fit into the community and attract no gossip. Belle played along with it, but
            inwardly felt a little superior because she knew so much more about men and life in
            general than any of the simpering women she made hats for.

        Yet now she was going to be a mother she
            felt a little saddened and worried by her worldliness. How would she be able to bring a
            daughter up to be chaste, to teach her that she must obey her husband and all the many
            rules of etiquette so she would fit in with polite society, when Belle herself had
            flaunted them all?

        She watched the young couple until they
            turned the corner up by the heath, then looked down to her left, toying with the idea of
            closing up as the street was now deserted. There was a heat haze on the road further
            down, which looked like a pool of water. She wondered if that was what a mirage was, for
            she’d heard that people in deserts often saw water ahead when it wasn’t really
            there.

        All at once a strident yell and the sound of
            rumbling carriage wheels broke Belle out of her reverie.

        Looking back to her right, she saw a small
            carriage drawn by two brown horses was being reined in by the driver, and
            at the horses’ feet a woman was lying crumpled on the ground.
            The driver must have been going at quite a speed, and it looked as if she had walked out
            right into his path.

        As Belle darted to help, the driver climbed
            down from the carriage.

        ‘She stepped out without looking. I could
            have driven right over her,’ he gasped, his face ashen with fright.

        ‘You did well to stop,’ Belle said as she
            knelt down by the woman.

        Her hat had fallen off and her fair hair was
            hiding her face. Belle smoothed her hair back cautiously, half expecting that she would
            have a grievous injury if one of the horses’ hooves had struck her a glancing blow. But
            there was no blood, just a graze on her forehead which appeared to be from hitting the
            ground. Whether she had tripped and then been knocked unconscious by the fall, or had
            fainted, Belle didn’t know as she hadn’t seen it happen. The woman was young, perhaps in
            her early twenties, and very well dressed in a pale blue gown.

        ‘Can you hear me?’ Belle asked, running her
            eyes over the woman’s body, looking for anything that might suggest further
            injuries.

        The woman’s eyelids fluttered and then
            opened. ‘What happened?’ she asked, her voice faint and indistinct.

        ‘I think you must have fainted, but you were
            lucky you weren’t mown down by the carriage,’ Belle said. ‘Can you move your arms and
            legs?’

        The woman looked at Belle vacantly, clearly
            in shock.

        Belle turned her head to look at the driver,
            a small, plump man wearing green livery. He was wringing his hands and appeared equally
            shocked. ‘Did you actually hit her?’ she asked.

        ‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘She just walked
            off the pavement and as I yelled at her she dropped like a stone. I pulled
            so hard on the reins it was a wonder the horses didn’t rear up.
            She might have been struck by a hoof, but I was that close to her I couldn’t see past
            the horses. But it weren’t my fault.’

        ‘No, of course not,’ Belle said, and pulled
            the woman’s dress down to cover her legs. ‘There isn’t any blood, and she seems stunned
            rather than injured. I think she fainted.’

        A few people had gathered now, and though
            Belle knew you weren’t supposed to move someone with an injury, she couldn’t leave the
            woman in the road. She saw a big, dark-haired man among the bystanders, and beckoned to
            him. ‘Could you help me get her into my hat shop?’ she asked. ‘I could call a doctor
            from there.’

        ‘I’m all right,’ the woman said in a
            quavering voice. ‘If you’d just help me up.’

        The big man came forward, leaned over and
            lifted the woman as if she weighed nothing. Belle picked up the blue hat lying in the
            road and indicated where her shop was.

        ‘You look shaken up too,’ she said to the
            carriage driver. ‘Would you like to come in as well and I’ll make you a cup of tea?’

        ‘That’s kind of you, miss,’ he said. ‘But
            I’ve got to pick up the mistress.’

        Belle had learned in her time in Blackheath
            that servants were often very nervous of displeasing their employers. ‘Well, if you are
            sure you are all right,’ she said. ‘I expect the young lady will be fine, I’ll take care
            of her.’

        The big man was just putting the woman down
            on a chair as Belle got to the shop. She thanked him before he left, and then turned to
            the injured woman. ‘I’m Belle Reilly,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me your name?’

        ‘Miranda Forbes-Alton,’ she said, lolling
            back in the chair. She was very pale and the graze on her forehead had a lot of grit in
            it.

        For some reason the
            name Forbes-Alton rang a bell, but Belle couldn’t think why that was. ‘Right, Miss
            Forbes-Alton,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m going to shut the shop door and bathe your
            forehead.’

        Instinct told her that as the woman was
            badly shocked it might make her sick, and she wouldn’t want an audience to it. So as she
            shut the door, she pulled down the blind.

        First she got the woman a drink of water,
            and waited for a moment to check she wasn’t going to be sick, before fetching a bowl of
            water and a clean cloth to bathe her forehead.

        ‘I was terribly hot coming up the hill,’
            Miss Forbes-Alton said as Belle began to clean her wound gently. ‘I was thinking I must
            get some water, but I don’t remember anything after that. Why was I in the road?’

        ‘I think you fainted,’ Belle said. ‘Have you
            ever done that before?’

        ‘Not since I was at school,’ she said,
            wincing as Belle got out a piece of grit. ‘I did it several times when we had to go to
            communion before we had breakfast. Did that carriage hit me?’

        ‘I don’t think so,’ Belle said. ‘Do your
            arms or legs hurt?’

        Miss Forbes-Alton ran one hand down her legs
            through her dress. ‘No, it’s just my head.’

        ‘You were lucky the driver managed to stop
            in time. He said you walked out and dropped down right in front of him. If those horses
            had hit you it might have been very serious.’

        Once the wound was clean, Belle went into
            the back room and put the kettle on to make some tea. As she waited for it to boil she
            looked round the door and studied the woman a little more closely. Although she was
            stunned and shaky, it was obvious from her voice, demeanour and clothes that she came
            from the upper classes. Her dainty cream shoes alone would have cost more than the most
            expensive hat in Belle’s shop, and her blue dress was real silk.

        ‘I have always
            admired your shop,’ Miss Forbes-Alton called out, surprising Belle as her voice had
            become much stronger. She had that clipped manner of speaking that so many of her class
            used. ‘Someone told my mother that you were French, but you aren’t, are you?’

        ‘No, I just learned millinery in Paris,’
            Belle called back. ‘Do you live nearby?’

        ‘Yes, in the Paragon,’ she said. ‘Mama
            bought a hat from you when you first opened. It’s her favourite, purple velvet with
            sprigs of violets around the brim.’

        Belle suddenly knew why Forbes-Alton sounded
            familiar. It was the name of a very snooty woman who had demanded that the hat she’d
            bought should be sent to her home. It was only because it was Belle’s first day that
            she’d agreed to it, and when she’d gone round there at the end of the day, the butler
            had taken the hat from her without so much as a word of thanks for her trouble.

        The house had been a very grand one, but
            then the whole of the Paragon, a Georgian terrace of three-storey houses linked by
            colonnades, was grand. It was probably the best address in Blackheath.

        ‘I remember your mother,’ Belle said. ‘I
            delivered her hat to your home in the Paragon. She’ll be worried about you, miss. Should
            I telephone so someone can come and take you home?’

        Belle had only had the telephone put on in
            the shop a few weeks before. She’d been told by the owner of the gown shop just a few
            doors down that she really should have one as rich women liked to arrange a time to come
            and shop for gowns and hats when they could be the only customer. Until then Belle had
            thought a telephone a fad that would never catch on with ordinary people. But she was
            anxious to attract wealthier customers, so she decided to try it. Since its
            installation she had received several inquiries, and it was
            good to be able to order materials for her hats without having to make the trip to
            warehouses. Now she was inclined to think that in a few years all businesses and many
            private homes would have one.

        ‘Please call me Miranda. And no, I don’t
            want you to telephone anyone. I’ll be fine in a minute or two.’

        Belle made the tea, putting extra sugar in
            Miranda’s, and insisted she ate a few biscuits too. Her face was still very white, but
            then she’d noted that most women of her class looked pasty.

        ‘I’m not going to let you walk home alone,’
            she said as she gave Miranda her tea. ‘I’ll come with you and I’ll advise your mother to
            call the doctor. I know it is very hot today, but that shouldn’t make you faint.’

        Miranda’s eyes widened with horror. ‘No! I
            don’t need an escort or a doctor,’ she said, her voice rising in agitation.

        Belle was immediately suspicious. Most
            people would be grateful for help and support if they’d had some kind of turn which
            could have resulted in serious injury or death. And if Miranda’s mother couldn’t even
            carry a hat box home with her, she was hardly likely to have raised a daughter who was
            independent.

        ‘Could it be that you’ve been up to
            something today which you don’t want your family to know about?’ she asked lightly.

        ‘You are direct to the point of rudeness,’
            Miranda replied, looking down her slim, aristocratic nose. ‘I appreciate that you’ve
            helped me, but I don’t think that gives you the right to question me.’

        Belle shrugged. It seemed Miranda was as
            hoity-toity as her mother. She guessed that she’d been brought up to believe that people
            in ‘trade’ should kowtow to the upper classes. ‘I believe that any woman should offer
            the hand of friendship to another if they feel they have a
            problem. I surmise by your prickliness that you know exactly why you fainted, and you
            are afraid that if I walk you home your mother will insist on you seeing a doctor.’

        Belle was merely stabbing in the dark, but
            when she saw the look of alarm on Miranda’s face she knew she’d touched a nerve.

        Maybe it was just that she’d felt dizzy so
            often lately. There had even been a couple of times when she’d thought she was going to
            faint. And Miranda had no wedding ring on her finger, not even an engagement ring. Was
            she in that kind of trouble?

        Belle was well aware that she might very
            well offend Miranda and that could cause a great deal of trouble for her. But it wasn’t
            in her nature to look the other way, not when her instinct told her someone needed help,
            so she went over to her and knelt down by her chair. ‘Are you having a baby?’ she asked
            quietly. ‘You can tell me to mind my own business if you like, but if you are, you need
            to confide in someone. You can trust me, I won’t tell a soul.’

        Miranda didn’t have to reply. Tears sprang
            to her eyes and she covered her face with her hands, all haughtiness gone.

        Belle felt a huge wave of sympathy. She was
            familiar enough with upper-class society to know that a baby born out of wedlock would
            create a terrible scandal.

        ‘Can’t you get married quickly?’ she asked,
            putting her arms around Miranda to comfort her.

        ‘He’s already married,’ Miranda sobbed. ‘I
            didn’t know that, not when it happened. But it doesn’t matter now because I went to see
            a woman today and she dealt with it.’

        Belle’s stomach turned a somersault. One of
            the girls at Martha’s in New Orleans had gone to a woman who had ‘dealt’ with her
            unwanted pregnancy. She knew what it entailed.

        ‘You went to see
            someone today? Did she do it with soapy water and a douche?’

        Miranda nodded. ‘I thought it would come
            away while I was with her, but she told me to go home and it would happen in a few
            hours. As I was coming up the hill from the station I felt dizzy, then the next thing I
            knew, you were there.’

        Belle sensed that Miranda was naive enough
            to imagine that aborting an early pregnancy was quick and painless. Clearly the
            abortionist hadn’t enlightened her for fear of losing the fee.

        ‘How do you feel now?’ she asked, putting a
            hand on Miranda’s stomach. She was very slender but held in by a firm corset.

        ‘I’ve got a dull ache,’ Miranda said.

        Belle took a deep breath to steady
            herself.

        She knew the sensible thing was to let
            Miranda go home as she had already planned; after all, she was nothing to her. But she
            doubted Miranda had any idea of how fierce the pains would be, or that she was likely to
            lose a lot of blood. Holed up in her bedroom, it was doubtful that she could go through
            that without crying out. And with a house full of servants, and a bossy mother, her
            secret would soon be out and she’d be ruined.

        Belle couldn’t bear the thought of any woman
            having to face such an ordeal alone.

        ‘Haven’t you got a friend you could go and
            stay with for the night?’ she asked.

        Miranda looked puzzled. ‘Why would I want to
            do that?’

        Belle sighed, wondering how anyone could be
            so stupid. ‘Because you might need help. It’s a messy business,’ she said.

        Miranda’s pale blue eyes became wide with
            horror. ‘Then I couldn’t go to anyone I know! They’d all be
            outraged. What am I going to do? You’re frightening me.’

        Belle held Miranda’s hand and looked at her
            hard. She wasn’t exactly pretty, her nose was too sharp, her lips too thin, but there
            was something very attractive about her, even with her red-rimmed eyes. Belle thought
            back to all the tight spots she’d been in herself. She’d found her way out of most of
            them without help from anyone, and become stronger for the experience. But she couldn’t
            bring herself to let this girl lose everything by sending her home. She felt her mother
            was the kind who would disown her if she was shamed by her.

        ‘You can stay here,’ she said
            impulsively.

        ‘Here?’ Miranda looked around the shop as if
            bewildered at the suggestion.

        ‘I didn’t mean here in the shop,’ Belle
            hastened to explain. ‘I meant out in the back room. I can make you comfortable there.
            There’s water and a lavatory just out the back. I’ll stay and take care of you too. But
            you must telephone home and make some excuse.’

        ‘You’d do that for me
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