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  NO ESCAPE FROM LOVE




  When the Armistice between France and England came to an end in 1803, Napoleon interned ten thousand British tourists who were in France at that time. Most of these tourists had committed no crime and had simply been travelling when captured.




  Many, to save being arrested went into hiding, among them the widow and daughter of Sir Edward Waltham, who had died that winter.




  A year later, plunged into poverty and the seedier side of Paris life, beautiful Vernita Waltham is keeping her sick mother precariously alive on the money she obtains from making exquisitely embroidered lingerie for a famous shop that supplies Napoleon’s sister, Her Imperial Highness Princess Pauline Borghese.




  Vernita discovers the shop is cheating and desperate to raise money for food and medicine, decides to approach the Princess directly with a negligee she has just finished, disguised as a petite bourgeoisie.




  Extravagant and self-obsessed, Princess Pauline is enchanted with Vernita’s skills as a needlewoman and convinced that the silk and lace creations will only enhance her reputation as the most beautiful woman in Paris. She immediately determines that Vernita must move to the Palace and join the legion of servants that already pander to her vanity.




  From that moment on Vernita is thrust into complications with the Princess’s lover, handsome Count Axel de Storvik, and the all-powerful Emperor Napoleon himself.




  Unsure of whom to trust in a Palace filled with secret assignations and political intrigue, Vernita soon finds herself in a position that could ruin her reputation for ever. But how long can an English lady of quality remain hidden amongst the loyal family and servants of the enemy French Emperor? Terrified of discovery and fearful of the future, Vernita dreams of escape and a return to her home in England only to find an ally, waiting like a guiding star, in the most unlikely of places.




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  The background for this story, the internment of British tourists in France and the details of Napoleon and his sister Princess Pauline Borghese’s private life are well documented.




  On May 1, 1803, Britain declared war on France. Within days British ships were off Brest and capturing French vessels in the Channel. Napoleon was furious and immediately ordered the arrest of all British travellers on French soil. It is estimated that 10,000 people were interned, some for as long as eleven years.




  At the start of the Napoleonic wars, Denmark, Norway and the Kingdom of Sweden tried to maintain neutrality, but soon became involved in the fighting, joining opposite camps. King Gustav IV Adolf of Sweden entered an alliance with the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and the Russian Empire against Napoleon Bonaparte on December 3rd in 1804, the day after Napoleon’s Coronation. This gave them the use of the Baltic Island of Rügen and the fortress of Stralsund for an Anglo-Russian landing on the Pomeranian mainland. Sweden declared war on Napoleonic France in 1805.




  Nelson’s presence in the Mediterranean and his frantic efforts to follow the French Fleet to the West Indies is historically correct, as is the year of his victory at Trafalgar.




  Today, the Hôtel de Charost, bought in 1814 by the Duke of Wellington for 500,000 francs, is the British Embassy. It still contains much of the Princess’s lavish furniture, including the State bed.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1805




  “It is finished, Mama.”




  Lady Waltham, who had been lying back against her pillows with her eyes closed, opened them and said softly,




  “I am so glad, darling.”




  Her voice was very weak and although she was abnormally thin, almost to the point of emaciation and so pale that her skin looked translucent, it was still possible to realise that she had been a very beautiful woman.




  Her daughter Vernita was also thin but she had the grace and beauty of youth, and now she stood up and held up a negligee for her mother’s inspection.




  Of Indian muslin with open work embroidery, the gown was bordered with pale rose muslin and fastened with bows of the same material, while the trimmings were of point lace.




  The feminine garment seemed curiously out of place in the bare attic room with its wooden floors and uncurtained windows.




  “You have made it beautifully, dearest,” Lady Waltham said, “and let us hope they will pay you at once.”




  “I have been thinking, Mama,” Vernita replied, “that I will not take it to the Maison Claré, but direct to the Princess Borghese herself.”




  “You cannot do that,” Lady Waltham said, her voice a little stronger as she spoke in protest. “It would be dangerous. Besides it was Maison Claré that ordered it.”




  “They cheat us,” Vernita added. “They give us a mere pittance for everything we make and charge their customers exorbitant sums.”




  “We should starve without them,” Lady Waltham pointed out.




  “We will starve anyway if we don’t obtain more money for our sewing,” Vernita replied.




  She spoke in the plural although in fact it was only she who had been able to sew in the last few months. Lady Waltham had grown weaker and weaker but they did not dare to send for a doctor and Vernita knew it was not medical attention her mother needed but food.




  It was in fact incredible that they had managed to survive for so long while living in hiding. Finally, having sold everything of any value they possessed, they had been forced to rely on what they could make with their fingers.




  It had been two years, Vernita thought, since they had come to Paris with her father, as had thousands of other English visitors, when the Treaty of Amiens had put an end to the years of hostility between France and England.




  The summer of 1802 had seen England relaxing in the sunshine of the Amiens agreement.




  Worn out by nine years of strife, crushing taxation and starvation prices everyone rejoiced in the return of peace and plenty.




  Once the fighting was finished, the good-humoured British ceased to worry about Napoleon Bonaparte, the young conqueror of Austria and Italy and even accepted his control of the Dutch Coast.




  Tourists, who had endured the years of enmity and longed for the delights of foreign travel, flooded across the Channel and the ports on either side were crowded with rank and fashion.




  Sir Edward Waltham had prudently waited until the first rush of excitement had abated and it was not until the following year, in March 1803 that he, his wife and daughter Vernita, had set off for Paris.




  They had found the City as attractive as Vernita had expected and were entertained by a great number of friends and acquaintances.




  They had seen the First Consul, Napoleon Bonaparte, at a diplomatic reception and thought him an attractive almost handsome man, very unlike the villainous cartoons they had seen in England in which he had been depicted as a monster.




  It was therefore all the more of a shock when in May, when they were looking forward to a summer of levees, assemblies and balls, that the Armistice came to an end.




  Napoleon Bonaparte was furious.




  The war he had intended had come, but too soon! By forcing the issue before his Navy was ready, the English had regained half the ground they had lost in the peace.




  But the English abroad were not to be aware of what their Government was doing and ten thousand tourists were arrested and interned.




  Such an action entailing the imprisonment of civilians was contrary to all civilised precedents and the British at home were appalled and shocked at this savage action.




  This, however, was no consolation for the innocent tourists who found themselves dragged from their houses or the elegant hotels they had rented for the Season.




  It was only because Sir Edward had a friend in the French Government that he was warned about what was to happen twelve hours before the edict was put into operation.




  Hurriedly he left with his wife and daughter for a house in a small unfashionable back street, which let rooms to anyone who enquired for them and asked no questions.




  Unfortunately, while Sir Edward was desperately planning how they could achieve the seemingly impossible and get home to England, he was taken ill.




  Vernita was convinced that it was the water of Paris that was responsible for his illness.




  But whatever it was, they had no sooner reached the sanctuary of their boarding house than Sir Edward ran a high temperature.




  Although his wife and daughter tended him in every way they could, he died suddenly after a week’s agonising pain, leaving them stunned, helpless and alone.




  Too late they realised that they should have risked disclosure and sent for a doctor.




  Even so the medical service in France had a bad name and it was doubtful if even the most experienced physician could have saved Sir Edward.




  Lady Waltham, who had loved her husband dearly, was prostrate with grief and it was Vernita who arranged that they should move from the more comfortable apartments they occupied up into the attics.




  Sir Edward had quite a considerable sum of ready cash on him, since, as soon as he had known that they must go into hiding, he had drawn out the full amount of his Letters of Credit from the bank.




  But Vernita sensibly realised that this would not last for ever and, as the war before the Armistice had been fought for nine years, she thought with a sinking of her heart that now hostilities were resumed they might continue for another nine.




  “We must save every possible penny,” she said to her mother.




  She realised from her mother’s helpless response that it was up to her to take the lead and play her father’s part in deciding everything they should do.




  It was obvious that most Frenchmen echoed Napoleon’s wrath against the British.




  Vernita learnt that the Corsican’s craving for revenge had made him intent on conquering the race of ‘insolent shop-keepers’, as he disparagingly described the British, who barred his way to world domination.




  The newspapers reported that he was determined to cross the Channel and invade England.




  ‘They want us to jump the ditch,’ he cried, ‘and we will jump it!’




  Napoleon ordered the construction of hundreds of invasion barges and gunboats to carry an Army to England and mobilised every French seaport.




  The French thrilled to his vision and jeered at the British who thought they could defend themselves against such an Armada.




  However time passed and by the beginning of 1805 Napoleon began to realise that his dream of crossing the Channel was fading while the British Navy blocked the way.




  But that was not to say that Paris was any more tolerant towards the English.




  Every time Vernita went out shopping or walked along the streets she could almost feel the hatred for her countrymen emanating from the ‘Victorious French’, who had the rest of Europe under their heels.




  But victories did not stop the price of food from rising and Vernita was finding it more and more difficult to feed herself and her mother.




  Lady Waltham had never recovered from the shock of her husband’s death and she seemed to her daughter to be fading away month after month, day after day.




  Yet there was nothing Vernita could do about it except give themselves up to the authorities.




  Every nerve in her body shrank from the thought of internment and something resolute and proud within her made her determined to go on fighting, even if she died in the effort.




  Now, looking at her mother in the spring sunshine, she knew that something had to be done and done quickly.




  It was while she was sitting completing the elegant negligee she had made on the orders of the Maison Claré that she decided she would take it direct to the customer who had ordered it.




  She was well aware that Princess Pauline Borghese had bought a great number of beautiful garments, which her mother and she had made so painstakingly.




  Even when the Princess had been in Italy last year orders had come back to Paris for chemises, nightgowns, negligees all of which had to be made in record time so that they could be carried by courier to Rome.




  The Maison Claré imposed sweated labour upon their seamstresses.




  When Vernita called at the shop to collect materials and laces that she was to fashion into the elegant garments for their customers, she had realised how high their prices were and how much those who made them were exploited.




  She felt herself resenting the fact that while she and her mother were employed almost exclusively on garments made at breakneck speed for the Princess, the Maison Claré would not pay them any more.




  The Coronation, which had taken place last December, had increased the demand for lingerie as beautiful and ornate as the gowns that were to be worn over it.




  Orders from Princess Pauline poured in and when Vernita protested that it was impossible for them to do all that was expected in so short a time, she was told abruptly to do as she was told or she would be dismissed and they would find someone else.




  That, she thought, was unlikely, but she dared not risk open defiance.




  Only now when she had finished the muslin negligee, which was more elaborate and indeed more beautiful than anything the Princess had bought before, did she decide to take matters into her own hands.




  “I will wear Louise’s best gown and hat, Mama,” she said aloud, “and I will look the typical petite bourgeoisie and no one will suspect for a moment that I am anything else.”




  “It is too much of a risk,” Lady Waltham said feebly. “Suppose someone discovers who you are?”




  “Then we will go to prison and perhaps we will be better off. At least they feed the prisoners.”




  Lady Waltham gave a little cry and her daughter went to her side.




  “I am only teasing, Mama. No one will guess for a moment that I am not what I appear to be. After all, when I go shopping, the shopkeepers are just as rude to me as they are to all the other poor women who stand hesitating as they choose the cheapest cabbage and haggle over every sou.”




  “If only this terrible war was over,” Lady Waltham moaned, “or we had never come to Paris.”




  There was a sob in her voice that told Vernita she was thinking of her husband and wishing they had never left their home in England.




  ‘It is all my fault,’ Vernita thought, as she had done so often before.




  Because her father had decided that at seventeen she should have the benefit of foreign travel, they had set out from their Manor House in Buckinghamshire, which had been in the Waltham family for five generations.




  She felt a sharp pang of misery and regret that fortune should have treated them so harshly. Then with a philosophical smile she told herself in the words of her old Nanny that it was no use crying over spilt milk.




  She and her mother were here in Paris, and there was nothing they could do about it except try to survive.




  She bent down and kissed Lady Waltham’s cold cheek.




  “I am going downstairs to find Louise,” she said. “She is kind and I know she will not refuse to help me.”




  Lady Waltham did not protest, knowing that if Vernita was set on doing something nothing would dissuade her from the path she had chosen.




  At the same time she could not help thinking how cruel it was that her daughter, who was so pretty and so attractive, must spend her life sewing against time in this miserable poverty-stricken attic.




  At home she would be entertaining the County, riding her horses over her father’s estate, attending balls and assemblies in London to which she would automatically be invited by the Beau Monde.




  ‘What will happen to her in the future?’ Lady Waltham wondered miserably.




  She thought that, even whilst she had prayed and prayed that Vernita might be saved from the terrible life they were leading, there had been no answer and even God seemed to have deserted her now.




  “Oh, Edward!” she cried, speaking aloud to her husband as she often did when she was alone, “wherever you are, surely you can help us?”




  Because she was so weak the thought of her beloved husband brought tears to Lady Waltham’s eyes.




  Then, as she heard the sound of Vernita coming up the uncarpeted stairs, she wiped them away knowing it upset her daughter to see her cry.




  Vernita came into the room carrying a black gown over her arm and a small black straw hat in her hand.




  “Louise has been most kind, as I knew she would be,” she said, “but I must be very careful with these hideous garments because they are her Sunday best! Now watch me, Mama, transform myself into the exact kind of seamstress Her Imperial Highness would expect to find working on her lingerie.”




  Usually when Vernita went out into the street, she wore a shawl over her head and a shapeless coat to disguise her slender figure.




  This was not only to avoid being suspected of being a foreigner but also to keep amorous young Frenchmen from noticing the huge violet-coloured eyes that seemed almost too big for her lovely face.




  When she was dressed in Louise’s black gown that reached high at the neck and down to her wrists, she looked a typical petite bourgeoisie and at the same time a very attractive one.




  Lady Waltham looked at her almost in horror.




  “You cannot go out like that, dearest! A man might speak to you. You might be insulted!”




  “I am only going to the Rue du Faubourg Saint Honoré, Mama, and I will keep to the side streets and avoid the boulevards. No one will speak to me, I promise you.”




  “I hope not,” Lady Waltham said nervously, “but really, dearest, that ridiculous hat is quite becoming.”




  “You are prejudiced, Mama,” Vernita replied, “and I promise you I shall be quite safe.”




  She packed up the negligee and then looked round the room to see if there was anything her mother needed.




  “Don’t worry if I am a little longer than you expect,” she said. “When I get the money for this, I shall buy milk on my way home and perhaps if I receive as much as I hope, a chicken!”




  “You must not be extravagant,” Lady Waltham said almost automatically.




  “Are we ever that?” Vernita asked with a touch of bitterness in her voice.




  She kissed her mother tenderly.




  “At least the sunshine is warm today, but darling Mama, don’t leave your hands outside the sheets. You know how cold they get.”




  As she spoke, she thought how severe the winter had been and how desperately cold both she and her mother became during the long dark nights when they could not afford heating of any sort.




  Sometimes Vernita thought they would both be found stiff and dead in the morning.




  But by a miracle they had survived, although at times she had awoken in the night to listen tense and fearful and reassure herself that her mother was still breathing.




  Now, as she hurried down the stairs towards the front door, she felt it would be a relief to go out into the fresh air and clear away her headache, which she knew came from sewing for so long and having so little food.




  The house they lived in had better-off tenants on the first and second floors. Consequently the Concierge and his wife, Monsieur and Madame Danjou, who were in charge of the building, were tolerant towards the poverty-stricken mother and daughter who lived in the top attics.




  If they were suspicious that the Walthams were not all they appeared to be, they certainly gave no indication of it either to Lady Waltham or to Vernita.




  They knew them, of course, as Madame and Mademoiselle Bernier, which was the name Sir Edward had chosen when they went into hiding, saying it was as ordinary and commonplace as Smith, Jones or Brown would be in England.




  Monsieur and Madame Danjou had one daughter Louise, who was about the same age as Vernita.




  Louise, because she liked Vernita, was always suggesting that they should go out together in the evening and perhaps find someone who would accompany them to the cheap places of amusement where the young people of Paris congregated.




  She could not understand why Vernita always refused, her excuse being that she could not leave her mother.




  “You are wasting your youth,” Louise said more than once with a note of scorn in her voice. “If you are not careful, m’mselle you will coiffer Sainte Catherine.”




  This French saying meant that Vernita would turn twenty-five without being married and therefore become an old maid.




  But while Vernita had laughed at the idea when she was talking to Louise, she sometimes wondered if she would ever know any other life but the confines of the cold uncomfortable attic and the companionship of her mother.




  She missed the young people of her own age that she had known at home in England. She missed too the conversations she had enjoyed with her father and the books they had read together.




  Sir Edward had been a very intelligent man and he had his daughter well educated with the result that, now she was bound in by poverty and fear, Vernita felt sometimes that her brain was turning to sawdust and that she had ceased to think of anything but money.




  ‘Mama must have some food, and quickly,’ she told herself now as she walked towards the Rue du Faubourg Saint Honoré.




  She took as she had promised the empty side-streets and avoided the busy boulevards with their traffic and perambulating crowds moving along the pavements or sitting outside the cafés.




  Finally she found herself in the right road and without much difficulty, because she had seen it in the past, identified the Hôtel de Charost, the magnificent mansion that belonged to Her Imperial Princess Pauline Borghese.




  Napoleon had at his Coronation as Emperor elevated his brothers Joseph and Louis to the rank of Princes. However, his sisters were furious at the idea of their sister-in-laws subsequently becoming Princesses, but not themselves.




  They made such a scene that Napoleon had commented wryly,




  “To hear my sisters talk, anyone would think I had defrauded them of their rightful heritage from our late father, the King.”




  However, after tears and reproaches, he gave way and announced that in future, ‘the sisters of the Emperor would bear the title of Imperial Highness’.




  The entrance to the Hôtel de Charost was very impressive and the black marble plaque surmounted with heraldry over the lofty gateway proclaimed that its erstwhile owners had been far more aristocratic than its present occupant.




  Passing through the gateway Vernita found herself in a courtyard, the walls on either side curving in a semicircle.




  Now she felt nervous, fearing that she would be turned away and that after all she would have to take what she had made to the Maison Claré and accept the pittance they were prepared to give her for it.




  “What is your business?” a flunkey asked in a harsh voice, not particularly impressed by her appearance.




  His livery was green and Vernita had heard that it was the Princess’s favourite colour.




  “I have brought the negligee for Her Imperial Highness that she ordered.”




  She was half-afraid the flunkey would take it from her and she would not have the chance, as she had hoped, of soliciting further orders, but instead he motioned her to enter the front door and she found herself in a hall with marble columns and painted panels.




  There was a staircase of steel and gilt with a sweep that showed a ramp decorated with sun heads and lilies.




  Not that Vernita had much time to look around her. She was led straight into a room where the Princess was already in discussion with several people whose trade was dressmaking and millinery.




  The Princess, wearing a diaphanous green dishabille, which did little to conceal the exquisite lines of her Grecian figure, was half-lying on a chaise longue while materials for a new gown were being offered for her approval.




  Vernita had learnt from the Maison Claré that the Princess much preferred the smaller fashion house of La Petite Leblanc to the more famous and fashionable dressmaker, Leroy.




  This morning, however, it appeared that neither the material nor the design pleased her.




  “It is not chic,” she was saying imperiously as Vernita entered the room. “In fact I should look hideous in that, so you can take it away and design something better.”




  “Mais Madame –” the designer began, only to be interrupted.




  “Pardi! I cannot believe you intend to argue with me!”




  The Princess spoke with a sudden flashing anger, which was completely in contrast to her appearance that made her seem light as thistledown and lovelier than any Grecian statue.




  The newspapers had always described her as representing the ideal of classical beauty, but Vernita had not realised that she was in fact far more beautiful than any words that could possibly have extolled her,




  Her features were perfect, her face so lovely that it seemed almost incongruous that she should be annoyed by anything or anybody.




  Then, as the dressmaker turned to leave, she smiled an amused, tantalising smile at a gentleman seated in an armchair beside her.




  It transformed her face and curved her lips with an entrancing provocation that was indescribably attractive.




  It was difficult for Vernita to take her eyes from anything so lovely, but as the Princess beckoned to the next applicant for her favours, a woman with two bonnet cases on her arm, she glanced at the gentleman in the armchair.




  He too looked as if he had stepped out of a storybook. He was slim and elegant and was sitting back at his ease with his legs crossed.




  There was a slightly cynical expression in his eyes and a twist to his mouth as if he was contemptuous of the whole proceeding.




  He would be tall when he was standing Vernita decided and he had broad shoulders and an authoritative air about him, which made her think of her father.




  She thought, although she was not sure, that he was not very young, definitely over thirty – and she wondered who he was.




  Then, as the Princess smiled at him again, Vernita was certain what his position was in the household.




  The Princess’s amatory indiscretions had been written up in the newspapers with a frankness that left little to the imagination.
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