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Prologue

The Isle of Jersey
April 1875

 

If we are caught, we’ll be in beastly trouble for this,” Nellie said, tugging at her sister’s sleeve as they opened the door to the ladies’ cloakroom of Government House and darted inside.

“Not if we don’t get caught. Don’t be in such a fret,” Lucy scolded in a whisper. “She will surely come in here before the reception, and we’ll catch a glimpse of her.”

“Mother will be furious, and since the lieutenant governor and Mrs. Norcott are hosts for this party, then—”

“They won’t even know. Oh look! Ada was right. We can crawl under the skirt of that ruffled dressing table and cut little peekholes in it to see out.”

“Peepholes,” Nellie corrected.

“Never you mind. I brought my best sewing scissors,” Lucy declared, brandishing them like a sword.

At age ten, Nellie was hardly as bold as her sister, who was sixteen months older and the family tomboy to Nellie’s wallflower. But they’d agreed it was worth a risk to catch a glimpse of Lillie Langtry, the toast of London and a native of this small island snagged between France and England. Nellie had been writing reams about Lillie in her own Complete and True Diary of Miss Elinor Sutherland. Snagged, a lovely word, she reminded herself again. Indeed, they were snagged here with a terrible stepfather who was so mean to their lovely mother. Why, it was like some fairy tale with an ogre after their father—the true prince—had died.

“All right,” Nellie agreed. “I’ll crawl under, though you know I abhor closed places. At least it won’t be pitch-dark under there.” Four years ago, the sisters and their mother had sailed from Canada, on a trip so harrowing Nellie had never gotten over it.

After all, Nellie thought, trying to buck herself up, anything to see the so-called Jersey Lily who was so beautiful that she’d been painted by artists and invited to dinners by important people in London. Simply everyone in little Jersey had crowded the streets the day Lillie wed the widower Mr. Langtry last year. The streets had been awash with flowers and crowds. But they had heard she’d wed him just to escape on his yacht. Lucy had repeated ad nauseam that she’d heard Lillie was so clever that even at London events she wore simple black gowns with no jewelry to accent her stunning face and form.

Nellie sighed and watched as Lucy cut two peepholes in the white muslin and pink glazed calico folds of the dressing table skirt. The top of the table boasted little cut-glass bottles, combs, brushes, and a silver-backed hand mirror.

“I can’t wait to see what she wears,” Lucy was saying. “I’ll sketch every stitch of her gown.”

“And I’ll record everything about it, everything. I just hope Ada doesn’t catch it for tipping us off when she arrives.”

Ada Norcott was the daughter of the channel island’s lieutenant governor, a representative of Queen Victoria, no less. Ada was often allowed to play with the Sutherland sisters. They lived in a rented, furnished house just outside the capital, St. Helier, so Ada often invited them to stay with her in town. That had been the case today, though the girls were not to attend the reception and dinner, only gaze out windows at arriving carriages, and that wasn’t good enough.

“All right, get under straightaway,” Lucy ordered.

“But Ada hasn’t given us the high sign yet.”

“Good gracious, do you want to be in a scramble when she does? This isn’t a story in one of those books you bury yourself in where people escape through magic doors and such nonsense. If we are scolded for this, Mother will have the vapors, and our I-am-ill-help-me-right-now Mr. Kennedy will be meaner than ever.”

Nellie gathered her skirts and crawled in the small space, followed by Lucy. They hunched together, straining to listen for Ada’s telltale knock on the door that would mean Mrs. Lillie Le Breton Langtry had arrived and was coming upstairs to leave her wrap.

Not only had their idol Lillie escaped the little English Channel island of Jersey but she’d escaped a father who, despite his religious position as dean of Jersey, had a racy reputation. Gossip said that the senior clergyman of the island diocese had taken numerous paramours. Why, ’twas said poor Lillie had at first fallen for a handsome young man she did not know was her half brother, and the dean had been forced to tell her to keep her from incest. Oh my, sin and scandal here on “just” Jersey, supposedly only the haunt of rural folk, day-trippers, and cows!

Both girls jolted when Ada’s triple knock resounded on the door. Lucy pulled the dressing table skirt tighter and peered out the larger slit she’d made for herself. Nellie looked out too, holding her breath in their dusty little tent.

And in swept Lillie Langtry. Oh crumbs, Lucy thought. Ada’s mother was with her, when they’d hoped she’d come in alone. Even inside here, Lucy inhaled in a sniff of powder and perfume as she gaped at Lillie’s white satin corded gown with a tight bodice and puffed bustle and the flaming scarlet flowers that perched behind each ear.

Nellie noted with a sigh Lillie’s upswept, golden-brown hair so fashionably curled and fringed. She rued her own red hair, which was considered too loud and too Mediterranean, whereas Lucy’s was light brown and Ada’s was absolutely flaxen. And, oh, Lillie Langtry already had a glass of what looked to be champagne in her hand, but it might as well have been ambrosia of the Greek gods.

The sisters stared as Lillie put her glass on the table above their heads and proceeded to primp, though they couldn’t see the top half of her now. Her petticoats pushed toward them, and they both leaned back, losing their peepholes. Then Nellie sneezed.

“Oh!” Lillie cried and stepped away from the dressing table.

“Whoever was that?” Ada’s mother demanded.

Lillie lifted the muslin skirt that hid them and peered closer. “Dear me, whatever are you two doing here?”

Feeling ever so childish when she considered herself, at twelve nearly of age, nearly a young lady, Lucy crawled out and stood. Nellie, though she admitted she was scared of horses and the dark and a few other things, followed her older sister’s move.

“Why, it’s the Sutherland girls!” Mrs. Norcott cried. “What pluck! Mrs. Langtry, these are friends of my daughter Ada’s, but there is surely no excuse for such improper, cheeky behavior.”

“Well,” Lillie said in her melodious voice Lucy vowed right then to imitate forever, “their excuse is they wanted to say hello and knew they wouldn’t have an opportunity later, yes?”

“Yes, that’s it,” Lucy declared, grateful for the assistance.

Nellie felt tongue-tied but bobbed a slight curtsy. After all, the islanders were treating this woman as if she were a princess, and such romantic stories were the solid stuff of Nellie’s fanciful and far-flung imaginings.

“Indeed, I am delighted to make the acquaintance of such enterprising and bold young ladies,” Lillie said, extending a gloved hand to each of them. “And I know Mrs. Norcott will be certain you do not get a telling off.”

Ignoring the older woman’s continued sputtering—about Ada being something called complicit—Lillie squeezed their hands and then released them. She leaned closer to lift her crystal champagne glass and raised it toward her Cupid-bow lips in a graceful motion.

“I salute the Sutherland sisters,” she said, as if she were leading the grandest toast at a castle instead of old Government House in just Jersey. “Success to you both, which I have no doubt will come to you for your aplomb and determination. It is as important as a woman’s wiles and smiles.”

Lucy didn’t know what aplomb or wiles meant, but Nellie no doubt did. Lucy broke into a smile, and Nellie blinked back tears of gratitude and adoration.

Lucy dared to put in, “Our real names are Lucile and Elinor.”

“Ah, far grander. Dare I hope you two will fly away from quiet, old Jersey someday too? Here’s to wonderful people and their endeavors.”

She drained her drink. “I vow you are girls after my own heart—and remember to guard your hearts, Lucile and Elinor Sutherland. Ta, ta, then,” she said and, with a wave and a swish of skirts, headed for the door.

Mrs. Norcott hastened to hold it open and out sailed Lillie into the hall, followed by the older woman and a brisk slam of the door.

“Oh my, what a gown and what an exit,” Lucy said with a sigh.

“An exit for her, but a new beginning for me,” Nellie declared. “I shall write about her and be just like her.”

“Nonsense. We will be just like Lucile and Elinor Sutherland and make our own way in the world.”

“Only not marry for a yacht and an escape, like she did. I intend to find romance.”

“I don’t give a straw for that, just that I get on famously, and not on Jersey. Onward and upward as Grandmama used to say. Now let’s get going.”


PART I

The Island

1879–1885


CHAPTER One

My dearest girls, you are fretting Mr. Kennedy too much,” their mother told them, even shaking her finger at them this time over their bothering their stepfather.

She was still a lovely woman, which, Lucy thought, was probably what got them in this pickle. One must know what to spend one’s face and future for, she thought, and this marriage bargain their mother had made to get them away from rural Canada and back to Europe was not worth it. She had promised their beloved father on his deathbed she would return here but at what price?

The three “Sutherland girls,” as they still sometimes called themselves out of David Kennedy’s earshot, were huddled in the parlor of their rented house called Richelieu. “However mild we find the climate here, your stepfather has his difficult days,” Mother went on, wringing her hands.

“As do we—and you, Mother,” Lucy insisted, “with all his bitterness and scolding.”

“We mustn’t judge someone who is ill, my dears. As the Bible says, we must look out not only for our own interests but also for the interests of others.”

“He doesn’t look out for yours,” Lucy said, hands on her hips. At nearly age sixteen now, she had stepped forward more than once to defend her mother to the curmudgeon. “Good gracious, he runs you ragged.”

“Lucy,” Elinor put in, “best we leave it alone.”

“A fine thing for you to say,” Lucy went on with a frown at her younger sister. “You often hide out in this very room if we’re not with Ada—alone with these portraits of beautiful women who just stare down from their frames and don’t make a peep, when Mother’s always at his beck and call.”

“Lucile!” Mother said. “You dare not scold your sister for making what escape she can. You love these paintings too, or at least the gowns in them, as much as Nellie loves making up their stories. Now I must get back upstairs for he needs his hot posset. Oh, how different Jersey is from those days your father and I lived here, our—our first wonderful, romantic days together.” Her eyelashes clumped with tears. “I’ve told you both so much about him, so please never forget him and his fine family ties as I shan’t so that—”

Her voice caught on a sob. She squeezed both their shoulders and hurried from the room as the thuds of her second husband’s cane sounded on the ceiling overhead.

Lucy said, “She loved Father so much she’ll never love anyone else. She married him,” she added with a slanted look at the ceiling, “to get us out of that farm in wilderness Canada, to give us a chance in England. And here we are in just Jersey after a stay in Mr. Kennedy’s family’s gloomy castle, which I hated, hated, hated. Especially the horrid governesses, especially that one that locked us up so she could have illicit trysts with the valet!”

“Just Jersey is far better than that. At least before we ran off the last governess here, we improved our French, oui? I long to see France—well, someday.”

“At least we can get out of this house, right now, together,” Lucy said. “Your mere mention of our Ontario days makes me feel doubly trapped here.”

“We can’t just leave.”

“Write Mother a note that we went for a walk to see Ada or to look in shop windows in town.”

“But did we?”

“Good gracious, Nellie, you adore reading fiction, so make it up! We’ll walk out the causeway to old Elizabeth Castle. As grim and weathered as the old stone pile is, you’ve said it’s so romantic with its stone towers, and it was named for ‘the Virgin Queen.’ I’m sure it’s low tide.”

“But we’ll have to listen for the warning bell when to leave. I don’t care if we learned how to swim years ago, you know you can get caught there when the tide rises.”

“Ah, when the tide rises,” Lucy said, slapping a piece of paper and pen on the table next to Nellie, then fetching the inkwell. “Sounds like the title of a book you could use when you become a famous writer someday.”

“Don’t tease. I shall keep my diary but find someone wonderful to wed,” Nellie insisted as she bent over the paper. “And you will draw and sew pretty dresses like the ones in these Lely and Reynolds portraits, oui?”

“Sacre bleu! When the cows come home!”

“Which, of course, they do in Jersey all the time.”

Lucy almost laughed at that. “The cows may come home, but I won’t be here. I’m going to follow the Jersey Lily to London.”

“Can you believe it? She’s won the favor of the Prince of Wales. I overheard that she’s his mistress—his lover. I didn’t tell you anything about that, because it is just too risqué, but I overheard Mrs. Norcott telling mother something Lillie said to the prince in public. In public!”

“Tell me now. Tell me!” Lucy demanded, putting her elbows on the table and her face close to Nellie’s.

In a quiet voice, though there was no one else to hear, blushing to the roots of her red hair, Nellie said, “He told her—as a joke, I guess—that he had spent enough on her to build a battleship.”

“Oh my. I can just imagine the wardrobe he’s paying for and the jewels. No more plain black gowns. But she wasn’t cowed one bit by that, I’ll wager. So she said?” Lucy prompted.

“She told him right back, ‘And you’ve spent enough in me to float one!’”

Lucy gasped and clapped both hands over her mouth. She bounced back from the table, eyes wide. She was shocked at that, but also at the fact that Nellie must know what that meant. “And did she get scolded, snubbed, or shunned?”

“Our Lillie? I take it whoever overheard laughed, and it’s spread like wildfire—obviously, even to Jersey! Can you believe it?” Nellie repeated.

Lucy heaved a huge sigh. “It doesn’t matter a whit if I believe it. She believes in herself, and so the world’s her oyster.”

“I knew you would be shocked. And to think, she believed in us. There,” Nellie said, signing both their names with a flourish. “I told Mother we won’t be late. Since I’m named after her, I should sign as Elinor the second. One of my goals in life is to be presented at court someday. You just wait and see. I adore hearing and reading about royalty.”

“And I adore getting clear of this house. Just Jersey, here we come.”
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They walked quickly toward the harbor through St. Helier’s quaint, narrow streets and cheek-by-jowl shops with French names over their doors. Others were abroad, both the British islanders, mostly retired officers and small pensioners drawn by the low income-tax haven of the Crown dependency. But there were the descendants of the Norman-French, too, who had been here for centuries and spoke a half-French dialect none of the British bothered to learn.

The native Jerseyites made their livelihoods by cider production and selling crafts like walking sticks fashioned from tall cabbage stalks. The women knitted stockings and the famous dark blue sweaters called jerseys worn by island fishermen. Besides tending their brown Jersey cows for their rich milk, farmers enriched their small gardens with seaweed compost and, of course, cow manure. Out in the green countryside, gardens could smell to high heaven, but the patches of golden gorse had a sweet scent that sometimes drowned that out.

Potatoes were the prime crop here, especially small ones called chats, which the islanders boiled or fried. Vive la pomme de terre! sometimes seemed to be the island motto in this forty-five square miles that used to be the home for seafarers and smugglers of fancy French goods. After all, France was still but a two-hour steamer trip away.

The girls were forever trying to spot cottages with the so-called witches’ seats on the chimney tops. Nellie pointed at one now, and they both nodded without having to say a word. It was an island tradition that, if a house didn’t have that slab for the crones to sit on, smoke their pipes, and keep warm from the chimney draft, they would come right down and sit by the fire, and then the householder would be cursed.

Seagulls screeched overhead, and the sea this late afternoon glittered azure in the sun, then plunged to darker blue when a cloud raced overhead. Despite what they’d written about going to see Ada, they passed stolid Government House and started out on the stone walkway around the harbor. A steamer was approaching, and fishing boats and a few stray pleasure crafts nodded at anchor. Over it all loomed the huge fortress named for Queen Elizabeth, which could always be reached by boat or sometimes on foot over the causeway when the tide was out.

Nellie stretched her strides to keep up with Lucy. However petite Lucy was, she walked like the very dickens. “It’s as if this pathway presents damp treasures from Poseidon’s realm, like seaweed hair from mermaids and polished pebbles for their jewels on this magic road to another time.”

“Mm,” Lucy said. “It’s the military men in their natty uniforms I like looking at.”

“Just think, you’re ready to come out—well, if you can say that in a forsaken place like this, however many dances and soirees the Norcotts offer at Government House in the season. If you wed a naval man, hopefully one who will someday become an admiral, he could get assigned to some wonderful place, and you could see the world.”

“I’ll see the world. Somehow.”

“But you’d rather see Paris, right? Ah, me too. Look,” Nellie said with a sweep of her hand. “It’s so clear today you can even see the houses in France, only about twelve miles away and yet so far. Too bad Mother’s letter to her distant relations will mean an invitation for you to visit only old England and cold Scotland.”

“She wants me out of the house because I stand up to him, and he can’t abide me. Nice to have mutual feelings, I warrant.”

“I would miss you if you went—terribly,” Nellie admitted as they climbed stone stairs to the walkway along the walls. It had the best view, but the wind tugged at their hats and hair.

“I know you long to see Paris too,” Lucy said, “especially after all those wonderful tales Grandmama told of all her relations living there. Remember those barrels of goods she’d get near Christmas? You loved the books, but I loved the clothes, the latest Paris fashions in cold, rough Canada.”

“And made such for your dolls. I vow, it was the only reason you liked dolls. You preferred to roughhouse with the neighboring boys.”

“And Grandmama was so strict. Always proper manners, learning to sit still in silence, to be self-contained, as she called it. You could do it, but I could not.”

“I just made up stories in my head,” Nellie said as they walked through the entrance gate under the grim walls. “Stories about castles and princesses. I never told you, but I used to think my fate was to be that of the heroine in The Princess and the Goblin. I fully expected to learn later I was really a princess in disguise after all.”

Lucy leaned her elbows on one of the narrow, deep windows of the fortress wall and inhaled the tangy sea breeze. “If you are the princess, then poor mother is really a queen who has married a goblin.”

“And you then?”

“I don’t deal in fancies or fiction. I want things real and ready. I want to look outward, not in some book.”

Nellie looked hurt. They stood in silence, gazing out for a while, watching the waves bash the rocks below. At least, Lucy thought, Nellie wasn’t going to stage one of her dramatic scenes or use a bunch of big words like castigate and incorrigible.

“It’s true,” Lucy spoke finally, putting her hand on her younger sister’s shoulder, “that we’re as different as night and day, looks and interests, but we will stick together, no matter what, whoever we marry or where we go or what we do. Promise? I do.”

“And not ever argue again.”

“Really, don’t go overboard. Oh, there’s the tidal warning bell, so we’d best head back already. Mother or the maid would cover for us, no doubt, but I don’t want to get my feet wet on such a windy day.”

“Just get your feet wet with exciting people and having things your way,” Nellie dared as they set out back down the stone stairs at a good clip, amid the crowd of others hurrying back. Already the tide was licking at the causeway, and the occasional gust of October wind blew spray on them so they could taste salt when they licked their lips. No doubt Mother would know they’d been to the shore. Oh crumbs, Lucy thought, she couldn’t think of everything.

Lost in their separate thoughts and warmed by having pledged even a ragged oath to each other, the sisters held hands and quickened their steps.


CHAPTER Two

Nellie was miserable, more so than usual. Not only was Lucy off visiting Mother’s relations in England, but Ada’s father had been recalled to London, so she’d lost her best friend, too.

“That is, except for all of you,” she whispered to the pile of books she was unpacking and shelving.

Mr. Kennedy had moved the family, such as it was, into town to a small house called Colomerberie. Most houses here had names, and Nellie was convinced she could have done a better job picking this place or its name. Forlorn might do. Yes, Forlorn House, even though her stepfather’s books had been shipped from Scotland, and she was going to read most of them as well as keep up her visits to the town library. And the kind, elderly widower next door, who knew Mr. Kennedy, had encouraged that and told her she could borrow books from his private library too.

Hungry and feeling cramped from so much kneeling and stretching, Nellie got up and went out into the hall to ask Cook for something to eat. She was not a live-in cook but a girl who came for the afternoon with groceries and prepared tea and then dinner. Mother had a guest for once, a retired naval captain’s wife, Mrs. Ruth Rancal, and Nellie could hear their voices as she passed in the hall.

“That flaming red hair of hers will be a problem when she comes out in her first season,” Mrs. Rancal was saying. “It may look come-hither, but she’s rather shy, isn’t she?”

Nellie wilted against the wall. They were talking about her. She’d heard whispers before that what she liked to think of as her ruby red hair made her look brazen. That’s what one of their banished governesses had said, the same one who had scolded that it was unladylike to devour books and read about “naked” Greek and Roman gods and goddesses.

“Her lovely green eyes may not be the usual blue and her eyebrows are quite dark, but they only accent her fine features,” Mother said. At least Mother was defending her. She had her dander up.

“But overly striking in color,” the woman insisted. “Quite. And draws the wrong sort of attention. But I have something that may help. I truly came to help, you see.”

Nellie didn’t see. Mother said, “I know the ideal of beauty is pale brown or golden hair but—”

“Indeed it is, and you and your eldest have softer coloring. But here, this is an iron comb of a particular ilk. They say, if you comb her hair with it, it will darken that bright red.”

Their voices went on, Mother’s on edge now. Nellie nearly staggered back into the library. She was ugly. Everyone thought she was ugly. Now she knew why, when she’d done charades or amateur theatricals with Ada, she had always been given the comic parts with padded or disguised faces, sometimes even wigs. Almost sixteen years old and ugly! Of course, Mother loved her and would never say so, but she hadn’t thrown the woman out.

Nellie grabbed her cloak and bonnet off the hat tree and tore outside into the chilly fog. At least Lucy was coming home soon, but that would make things worse. Lucy would have her first social season here, even if it was in “just” Jersey. And poor, shy, lonely, ugly Nellie might as well go talk to the cows in the fields or witches on the chimney seats!

She leaned against the front door, wishing she could disappear into the fog. How hard she’d worked to fashion her hair, twisted round her head in a thick plait ending in a small Grecian knot at the nape of her neck. It was graceful, even if it was roaring red. She swirled her cape around her shoulders and popped her bonnet on, yanking its ribbons tight.

“Hello, there, Miss Sutherland!” came a jaunty call as Nigel Wicker emerged from a hired hackney and headed toward his house next door. He was the kindly, retired gentleman who talked about books with her, recommending and loaning her some. Upon occasion, they sometimes walked together to the library. But the most fascinating thing about Mr. Wicker was that he had actually held a post called Queen’s Messenger for Queen Victoria. He regaled Nellie with all sorts of stories, and, after all, she too believed in the Divine Right of Kings and Queens. So romantic, the royals of the realm, even—almost—Mr. Wicker.

“How is the bright and beautiful Nellie Sutherland today?” he asked, stopping partway toward his door to doff his hat. Evidently, when he saw her storm cloud face, he went on hastily, “By the by, my nephew Charles will be visiting me on his break from Eton soon. I would hope you might have time to meet him. He is sixteen, and I want him to realize the beauties of this place,” he added with a smile and a wink.

Nellie stared at first like a simpleton, then found herself nodding. “Of course, and Mother would—would love to meet him too,” she managed.

Had that sounded too forward? Or too cowardly? As if she didn’t trust Mr. Wicker’s judgment? As if she couldn’t trust this Charles from Eton if Mother didn’t meet him to approve?

“Lovely,” he said with a smile and another a tip of his hat. “And you are that. I warrant poor young Charles will be swept away. Ah, if I were only half a century younger!”

He smiled and plodded toward his front door. Clasping her hands between her breasts, Nellie just stared. This man was once Queen’s Messenger, and it was as if he had brought her a message from lofty realms, just when she needed it the most. Perhaps not everyone—mayhap, men at least—thought she was ugly. And Mr. Wicker must know that his nephew Charles would like her appearance too, else why would he promote the young man’s making her acquaintance?

Suddenly, she could have flown into the fog instead of walked. But she turned back and went into “Forlorn House” again. Maybe she’d call it “Future House” now, as things suddenly seemed so much better, especially when she saw her mother’s guest leaving. Mother was not only showing her out but hurrying her from the parlor into the hallway, so perhaps she’d given the carper a telling off.

Mrs. Rancal’s eyes went to Nellie’s hair, so she untied her bonnet and swept it off in defiance. Nellie stood her ground and smiled, deliberately showing her teeth. She hadn’t observed her bolder sister all these years for nothing.

“Oh dear, I see the fog is worse,” the woman said after Nellie swept the door open for her.

“Well, one good thing about it, I’m sure you’ll find,” Nellie said, squinting at the woman’s light brown tresses frosted with gray, “is that the fog lends some shine to those with dull hair.”

Mrs. Rancal gasped. Mother’s eyes widened, and she cleared her throat. Nellie thought one or the other would scold her, but Mrs. Rancal bustled off, and Nellie firmly closed the door behind her.

“I dare say you overheard her talking to me,” Mother said.

“I did.”

“Just when I started to stand up for your lovely hair, she switched to news of Mrs. Langtry, so did you hear that, too?”

“No. Last I knew her dalliance with the Prince of Wales was ended but what else? She’s gone back to Mr. Langtry? After all, he was complicit in everything and, no doubt, profited a pretty penny from all that.”

“Come into the parlor,” Mother said, hustling her inside and closing the door. Though Mother almost always stood ramrod straight, she leaned back against it. “Word has just reached Jersey that Mrs. Langtry is estranged from her husband. She’s in a family way without a family, and it’s debatable who—well, who is the father of the child.”

“Pregnant? By the prince and he won’t say so?”

“Evidently not. Although some say the child is that of Prince Louis of Battenberg. And she’s evidently dallied with someone named Arthur Jones, too, and she’s leaving for Paris with him. She’s ruined herself, and, without Prince Edward’s favor, the creditors are at her door. It seems the Langtrys have declared bankruptcy.”

Nellie sank onto the settee, propped her elbows on her knees, and put her chin in her hands, glaring at the floor. She had to write Lucy, though since she was in England, she might already know. Poor Lillie, her and Lucy’s shining star that lit the way out of Jersey into the realms of the great and grand. And now disaster. It made red hair seem like the smallest of problems. It made the world of men and money so much more terrifying.

“My dear, you aren’t ill, are you?” Mother asked and sat down beside her to put her arm around her slumped shoulders.

“Just sick of some things, that’s all, but I’ll be better soon. You’ll see.”
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With a roll of her eyes and Mother and Nellie watching, Lucy bent over the dining room table, madly cutting gray satin without a pattern. She had been back in Jersey for over a year and had turned eighteen when she declared to Nellie and Mother that she was going to not only sew clothing but also design dresses for the three of them. Even though they were, she argued, on too strict a budget, and “stuck in a backwater of the realm,” they could still be stylish.

“He doesn’t give us an extra farthing beyond necessities for clothes,” Lucy said with a narrowed glance at the ceiling of the dining room.

“Mr. Kennedy is an absolute layabout, Mother,” Nellie chimed in.

“Both of you, mind your tongue,” Mother chided. “He’s ill, and we are to help the sick.”

Lucy went on, “You could use a new church gown and neither Nellie nor I can look our best in old rags with our young set even here.”

“Now, Lucy,” Mother said in her gentle tone, “hardly old rags. But, my, I admire how you can simply eye a form and figure and cut away. I will treasure that gown and such fine material.”

“Good enough for here,” Lucy said and stuck pins in her mouth to assemble the pieces. She had to mutter now. “But not if Nellie and I were in London or Paris, dining with”—here her pins spilled from her lips onto the fabric—“the uppers, the absolute nobs of the kingdom . . .”

“Or I with Charles and you with Cecil,” Nellie put in.

Lucy straightened and sighed. “Charles and Cecil. Sounds like romantic names from one of your books, does it not, my fair ladies?”

Mother said, “You’re quite taken with Cecil, I know, dear, but you’ve already won and refused three others since you’ve been back, so I’ll wager this is just another passing fancy.”

“Mother, I’m not juggling beaus. And Cecil isn’t a fancy. He’s upstanding. Charming. Dashing in his officer’s navy uniform. From a good family. He adores me and I him.”

Lucy knew Nellie was not as moony over her long-distant Eton beau Charles as she herself was over Cecil. She needed him. She wanted him. Of course they would be married, so there was no comparison to Lillie, who had gone so astray. Cecil was tall and handsome and well spoken. Piercing blue eyes and from a good family in Kent with a town house in London. She could live somewhere at his first posting and escape all this.

Mother, clucking like a mother hen, bustled off to play more endless backgammon with Mr. Kennedy. Time after time, Lucy had warned herself never to become involved with a man who so much as coughed, for their stepfather’s asthma had turned to chronic bronchitis, even here on sunny Jersey. But the handsome, polite, and very attentive Cecil Lockley seemed hale and hearty. He was such a skilled kisser. And his caresses, careful and clever with their chaperones always about—

“You really do love Cecil, then,” Nellie said, interrupting her thoughts.

“Madly. I’m over the moon. But I’m not one to be simply swept away like one of those swooning maidens in the novels you read. And you?”

“I’m being very careful and not because of the example of our poor Lillie Langtry. I want a love like Father was to Mother. They had enough romance to live on for a lifetime. Lucy, since you’ve been home,” she blurted, “I’ve ever so much wanted to ask you something, and I know you’ll give me an honest answer straightaway.”

“No, I’m not going to elope with Cecil, though I’d like to.”

“Not that,” Nellie said, standing and leaning stiff-armed on the table as if to brace herself. “Do you think I’m unattractive, even ugly? I mean, with my hair and dark brows, green eyes and all, compared to—well, to you or someone like Lillie—though, I mean to say, I would never compare my appearance to hers or yours with your lighter coloring.”

Lucy laid down the pieces for the bodice she was pinning together. Though she was the shorter of the two, she put a hand on the table for balance and stood on tiptoe to look Nellie straight in the eye.

“Ugly? Never! Not you. Your features are more regular than mine, though anyone could tell we are sisters. Your hair is magnificent—if a bit of a surprise at first, as if—as if someone gazed upon a special sunrise. And you know that I tell true.”

“Oh, I do!” Nellie cried and nearly dove around the corner of the table to hug her.

They clung for a moment as they had not for years. Then Nellie stepped back and brushed tears from her cheeks. Lucy, surprised at the burst of emotion from her subdued sister, though she did seem to be more confident since she’d been back, just stood there.

“Well,” Lucy said, clearing her throat, “that’s set then, and let no one else say otherwise, or they’ll have words with me. You know”—she put hands to hips and eyed the gown, all in pieces yet—“I wish to high heaven we didn’t have scratchy boned neck-pieces. But that’s not as bad as the strangling corsets—”

“I thought you said strangling corpses for a minute.”

They both giggled. “That’s what the fashions men design do to us, make of us,” Lucy declared. “Our corsets force us into a swooping spine shape.”

“Ha. S also for silly? Or better yet, S for your swell and smashing sewing?”

“Stunning.”

“Superior! Oh, Lucile Sutherland, the things you say and do!”

“Indeed! The things you read and ought to do!”

They smiled at each other. “More to come,” Lucy promised and bent back to her task.
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This wasn’t going well, Lucy thought, as she tugged up her long, white gloves again. Oh crumbs—the left one had a stain from a drop of red punch on it, but the pale green gown she’d made for herself looked fine.

In the awkward silence between her and Cecil as they sat out a waltz in one of the alcoves in the upstairs ballroom at Government House, she tried one more time to get her beloved beau on track. Why was he suddenly speechless? It was surely not that he was being posted to Gibraltar, for he was excited about that, though she considered it another exile assignment. Why not someplace exotic and romantic, somewhere in the Mediterranean? But he was to be off in a fortnight, so they had to settle their relationship and plan a future wedding now, as she’d been heavily hinting to him.

“What I meant was that I shall miss you terribly,” she tried to explain again, backtracking a bit on her emotion. “My feelings for you are so strong that I wanted you to know I feel committed to future plans—especially since you’re leaving, so I pledge you my trust.”

He shifted on the wooden seat again. He was sitting even more bolt upright than usual. She should have tried this outside in the moonlight, but he’d seemed so avid as they had danced, and Mother had always said to strike while the iron was hot.

“Ah,” he said, “it sounded for a moment as if you were pledging me your troth—you know, wedding words.” He forced a stiff smile.

With a nod, she looked into his wide, blue eyes, waiting, waiting. For heaven’s sake, the man was not dense. He was twenty-two and well enough educated. She had been so certain he would not only take her pledge of love to heart, but respond in kind, so they could make some serious plans. More than once over the last few months, he’d whispered that he adored her and could not live without her. So was that all a ploy to get her alone in the gardens?

“I will miss you, too, of course,” he said, looking as jumpy as if his seat were suddenly hot. “And write to you.”

All those kisses and caresses, she thought. Was she the dense one? Hadn’t that all meant love? How dare he lead her on. At the least he should ask her to wait for him!

“I need some more punch,” he said, “and to talk to Gareth about something. Of course, I’ll fetch more for you, too, and be back in a trice.”

Her handsome, nattily attired, beloved military man nearly fled in full retreat. Dashed, devastated, she blinked back tears. Did he intend to ask Gareth what to do? Gareth had liked her too. Should she try to make Cecil jealous with Gareth? He needed something to wake him up to his feelings for her. Their union made sense and would be quite proper. His family was not noble, though well respected; through her own father, though he was long gone, she could claim some well-do-do relatives. She’d been so confident that her first real love would be her eternal one, just like Mother’s had been. She’d even told Nellie that Cecil would ask for her hand before he left for Gibraltar, and now this catastrophe!


CHAPTER Three

Nellie adored Paris. With Mother’s help, she’d been invited to visit by the kindly Mlle Duret, a dear old French lady who had enjoyed a respite in Jersey and taken pity on her. Mademoiselle spoke very little English, and Nellie had been shocked to learn that she couldn’t follow rapid speech. Still, she was learning to improve her schoolgirl version of that lovely language. And though she missed Mother—Lucy had gone off in a huge snit to revisit friends in England after Cecil failed to propose—Nellie loved Paris! She didn’t even mind that the old lady hardly had any young people around.

Oh, the wide boulevards, like the one she was staying on, the Boulevard Malesherbes, were so spacious compared to Jersey’s narrow streets. The cafés, the handsome, well-attired people seemed so charming. The city was ablaze with lights at night. They were going this very evening to the Comédie Française to see a play with the famous British actress Sarah Bernhardt! Nellie wondered if she’d died and gone to heaven, well at least the French version of heaven.

“Nellie, cherie,” Mademoiselle said in French as she looked up from opening the mail her butler had brought in, “the young man Trevor who called on us yesterday has asked to accompany us to the theater tonight.”

At Mademoiselle’s announcement, Nellie’s heartbeat dashed to a faster pace. Trevor was an acquaintance of Mr. Kennedy’s relatives, so he’d come with an introductory letter, his intent being to pay his respects. And he obviously wanted to see her again. Dear Charles at Eton had never seemed so far away.

“Oh, how kind of him,” Nellie said in her best French. Trevor Gingerich spoke both French and English—and usually whispered to her in her native tongue. Mlle Duret was also hard of hearing, so Trevor had murmured compliments that only ma cher femme could understand.

“I hope your mama would not object,” her hostess went on. “My eyesight and hearing may not be as good as before, but I am as watchful as an owl, especially at night. Trevor seemed quite taken with you, yes, so I shall be watching his behavior, my dear.”

And I too, Nellie thought with another shivery thrill. I too.
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Still deeply bruised and grieving from her Prince Charming turning into a frog, Lucy threw herself into social events at her friends’ estate at King’s Walden in Hertfortshire, England. A young set swarmed about the house, so there was not a dull moment. Yet she felt dull, as if her emotions were buried. She had adored Cecil and still longed for him to realize his mistake and, filled with jealousy she might meet someone else, come to beg for her hand. So she’d put on quite a show here, forcing herself to smile, to be chatty and—well, to seem interested as well as interesting.

Indeed, she had met someone else, and he was paying her a great deal of attention, paying her court, as Nellie would put it from those medieval romance books she read.

“James, there you are,” she said as James Wallace approached the garden bench where she’d been sitting and brooding. She held a parasol as the sun was warm. She realized she’d been nervously twirling it and held it still.

Yet a bachelor at age forty, James was good-looking—almost handsome—and pleasant. He seemed quite smitten with her, which should have helped her loss of Cecil. His family was Scottish and his middle name was Stuart, which she imagined would please Nellie heartily, as that was the family name of Scots and English kings. She’d only known James for the week she’d been here, but he’d told her he had met her mother when she visited relatives near here and, he’d said, had found her almost as charming as her lovely daughter.

Her interests matched his in that he loved to travel and went often abroad to France, even to Greece, Italy, and Egypt, where she longed to visit. He enjoyed other people and seemed to hold his liquor. He had a drink of his favorite whiskey in his hand right now as well as a glass of white wine he extended to her before evidently changing his mind and putting both drinks down on the bench beside her.

“Walk with me, then?” he asked, extending his hands.

She clasped his and he pulled her up, right into his arms. Her parasol tumbled and her poise did too. He had held her hands, hugged her, kissed her good night before, but this . . .

A full-fledged, commanding kiss, lips moving, his hand skimming her hip. Finally, they came up for air. Even in the warmth of the day, she felt goose bumps skim her skin.

“Lucile Sutherland, I adore you,” he whispered, nearly out of breath. “I want to hold you and keep you forever. Come, walk with me down the paths out here, I dare say, walk with me forever down life’s path.”

She wondered when Cecil heard she was betrothed if he would come for her, write to her. Maybe he would protest her wedding someone else. Maybe . . .

Behind the yew hedge at the edge of the small maze, James was kissing her again. His hands ran riot on her back, her bum, too, crushing her to him. It was entirely exhilarating. She would not have to go back to live off Mr. Kennedy’s funds. Mother and Nellie could visit her at the house James had vowed to rent in a lovely-sounding place called Cranford Park located at Hounslow, a town near London where he had influential and well-to-do friends. He had praised the gowns she wore and complimented her cleverness to design them.

“Marry me, my darling, marry me, and we’ll go away to fabulous places together. The world will be ours,” he vowed.

Lucy was pretty certain she said yes.
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The passionate, violent drama Theodora stunned Nellie. Sarah Bernhardt was like no one she’d ever seen.

Sarah Bernhardt was wafer thin, a far cry from the plump actresses Nellie had seen in drawings of newspapers or gazettes. Bernhardt was wide- and almost hollow-eyed in her dramatic grief and passion.

Nellie felt she’d drunk the love potion Theodora downed in the play. And to see a woman take the lead in romance, seducing a man she was not wed to was thrilling. Indeed, even though Trevor surreptitiously held her hand in the dark and moved his knee against her skirts and whispered compliments in her ear, it was the passion of the play that moved her.

She was nearly trembling with the impact of it all when she bid him good night at Mademoiselle’s home. Had Trevor been jesting when he had suggested they “fly away” together? The compliments he whispered in her ear would have set her hostess to booting him out the door, but the old lady had missed most of it. She must not realize his polite attentions hid his ardor.

After all, Mademoiselle had accepted for both of them a visit with him to the gardens called Jardin des Plantes tomorrow. That no doubt seemed harmless enough, for Mademoiselle had whispered to her, “I hope your mother doesn’t think you are too young to have seen that tragedy, but I so wanted you to experience the Comédie Française and Sarah Bernhardt, quite the rage here as well as in your country.”

As for Nellie, once Trevor had bid them good night and departed, kissing their gloved hands, she could not stop talking about Bernhardt’s amazing performance. Nellie recalled the news that their long-lost Lillie Langtry had become an actress, but could she emote like that?

Evidently relieved her young guest was not in raptures over Trevor, Mademoiselle declared Nellie must have caught a touch of fever and sent her to bed after she drank a tisane to calm her nerves.

But Nellie was mostly heated from the impact of the story and the vibrant emotions of the characters. Hatred and fear. Love. Yes, lust. And the power of a woman to control her own destiny, despite the strength of her husband, whatever the pain and passion!
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As the three of them strolled through the gardens the next day, it seemed Mlle Duret was smitten with tropical flowers and Trevor seemed smitten by Nellie. But she could not help but stare at the caged animals she’d never seen before—so rare and unusual, at least to her, especially the so-called Bengal tiger from India with its tawny orange fur and black stripes. It prowled; it slunk and roared.

“That big, beautiful cat has your coloring exactly, mon cherie,” Trevor whispered in her ear, and his warm breath heated her. He squeezed her arm he held next to his ribs.

“Frightening, the power of it,” Mademoiselle said in French from Trevor’s other side where he escorted the elderly lady also. “It—why, thank the Lord for this cage, for that beast looks ready to strike.”

“The nature of the breed, the fierce female, looking for her mate,” Trevor said in French, again reserving his flirty bon mots for Nellie’s ears alone. And just wait until she told Lucy about being courted—maybe seduced—in two languages!

As Mlle Duret turned away to look into the lion cage nearby, Trevor held Nellie back. “I still beg you to run away with me. To Italy, Spain, anywhere your heart desires, for I desire and adore you.”

It sounded so romantic, so enticing, yet Nellie knew she had enough good sense not to promise to leave one place for another as Mother had done with Mr. Kennedy. And Trevor hadn’t mentioned marriage.

“I shall consider it,” she told him with a smile, “but for a rather long while.”

“Ah, you strike me to the heart!” he whispered, placing his free hand on his chest and managing a look wretchedly forlorn. “Your beauty, your coloring, golden red with your raven eyebrows. You are and will always be the striking tigress of my heart and in my dreams, ma Belle Tigresse!”
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The very afternoon Nellie returned to Jersey, Mother opened the letter from Lucy, who was still in England, even before Nellie could tell her all about seeing Sarah Bernhardt. She began to read the letter aloud, then gasped and screamed, collapsing on the divan in the parlor.

“What? Is she all right? Mother, what?” Nellie cried and sat beside her. She seized her wrist that held the letter. “Is she ill? Worse?”

“Worse,” Mother croaked out and burst into tears.

Nellie seized the letter and skimmed it. Betrothed? Lucy was betrothed! But to whom? She had hoped for Cecil to get final leave before Gibraltar to follow her to England, but—who was James Stuart Wallace?

“Is it just that we don’t know him?” Nellie asked. She put her hand on Mother’s arm to pull it away from her face.

“I know him. Know of him too,” she choked out.

“Tell me. She must have met him before. She’s only been gone a little over a week.”

Mother gripped her hands hard in her lap. Nellie could not recall seeing her in such panic or distress. She’d always been disciplined, a good soldier in this campaign—this battle—to leave her own family behind in Canada and care for Mr. Kennedy, whom she could never love.

“We’d best read the entire letter,” Mother said, swiping at the tears on her cheeks and then producing a handkerchief she slid under her eyes. “James Wallace can be smooth, but he’s a rounder, a roué with a taste for liquor, gambling, and women. He must be near forty and doesn’t have a home, travels a lot, I take it.”

“W-well
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