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To my friend Philippe Porée-Kurrer


 


Do you remember, my dear friend? It was over a good meal in New York that we talked so excitedly and fondly about this gigantic and beautiful city of lights and evoked its past, its shadows, and its intrigues. There was so much laughter and emotion as we shared these ideas. It is in memory of those unforgettable moments that I dedicate this book to you.










Part One


 


 


Chapter 1


A Family Torn Apart


Guerville Castle


Friday, October 15, 1886


“No, no, and no! I will not accept your leaving! It’s sheer madness!” hollered Hugues Laroche, slamming his clenched fist so violently on the table that the crystal glasses shook.


A clap of thunder responded to his furious outburst.


The storm had hit the county about half an hour ago. It was now in full force, and the windows vibrated with each rumble. The sky was a leaden grey, streaked at times with long white flashes of lightning.


“Let your husband pursue his seafaring adventures, if that’s what he wants, but you, Catherine—you must stay in France, on the land where you were born!” added the master of the castle.


“Father, I would follow Guillaume to the end of the world and back if I had to, so please stop shouting. We are not going to change our minds.”


With one hand placed on her protruding belly, the young woman smiled quietly at her father. She gazed worriedly at the estate’s hundred-year-old oak trees, whose red leaves were swirling madly, at the mercy of the gusting wind.


The child she was carrying was restless, as if troubled by the apocalyptic atmosphere.


“Don’t worry, my princess, we’re safe here,” she told her six-year-old daughter, sitting next to her.


Jerome, the butler, had placed a cushion on the chair, so that she was now the right height to sit at the table to eat. In front of her was her dessert, a meringue tart. But her wide-eyed gaze expressed panic.


Her mother took her in her arms and cuddled her, whispering words of comfort in her ear.


“She’s no longer a baby, Catherine,” protested Adela Laroche. “If you mollycoddle her too much, you’ll make her weak.”


“But Mother, Elizabeth is frightened. I know her better than you do. She’s distressed by the storm, and Father’s shouting.”


“I have good reason to shout!” he intervened sharply.


Catherine’s father was of slim build, with strong features, and rather obsessed with his social status. A wealthy landowner, in charge of some very fine vineyards, he was accustomed to imposing his will.


“Yes, I have every right to be furious,” he exclaimed, “after that announcement! I was so looking forward to having you here for dinner tonight . . . And all the time you were merely waiting to stab me in the back!”


Hugues Laroche pointed an accusing index finger at his son-in-law.


“Guillaume, you have overstepped the mark,” he said. “For my daughter’s happiness, I accepted her marrying beneath herself, but enough is enough. This time you’ve gone too far! You’re taking my only daughter on a dangerous and ridiculous wild goose chase to America—New York! Do you really think they need more crummy carpenters over there?”


Elizabeth, still huddled against her mother, could not take her eyes off her grandfather. He reminded her of the ogre in the fairy tales read to her by her parents, or the devil who, according to an old woman in the village, used to kidnap disobedient children.


The master of the castle had neither horns nor cloven hooves, yet the little girl was sure she could see a greyish mist around his head, as though he were emitting smoke.


“Grandpa is angry, don’t be afraid,” whispered Catherine, squeezing her even tighter against her.


Guillaume Duquesne saw that his daughter was overcome with fright and became indignant. “Please, Sir, let us talk about it later, when Elizabeth is in bed,” the thirty-three-year-old member of the Carpenters’ Guild confronted his father-in-law firmly. “She shouldn’t have to witness our quarrel. Moreover, your fury is in vain. Nothing will stop us from going. In four days’ time, we will be boarding the liner La Champagne, from Le Havre. It would be preferable to part on good terms.”


“Father, I agree with Guillaume,” added Catherine. “I beg you, let’s not leave each other on bad terms.”


The young couple had anticipated the scene that was unfolding in the vast dining room. Hugues Laroche pursed his lips. He gazed coldly at his only daughter. At almost twenty-nine years of age, this young lady was so pretty. Her blonde hair was in perfect harmony with her milky complexion and her regular, delicate features. Her beautiful green eyes shone with courage and determination.


Full of bitterness, he asked himself once more why and how she could have fallen in love with this raven-haired Guillaume, with his sun-tanned complexion and grey eyes.


The third offspring of a miller, he thought to himself. I had hoped for a son-in-law capable of replacing me on the estate, and not a jackass like him.


He was about to continue his attack when a violent and prolonged thunderclap erupted with such force that everyone froze. At that moment, the rain intensified. Adela Laroche made the sign of the cross, while trying to maintain a blank expression.


“What an evening!” she lamented. “It’s enough to make you a nervous wreck! Nevertheless, your father is right. It’s utter folly. Think of your daughter, Catherine, and the discomfort and unpleasantness of the crossing! The roll and sway of the sea, the seasickness, the bad food, the inevitable seasickness and the overcrowded and squalid conditions! I assume you’ll be in third class?”


“The voyage lasts about ten days,” said Catherine. “My pregnancy isn’t giving me any problems; I’m in my seventh month. I’m sorry for causing you so much pain. I admit that we deliberately left it until the last minute to tell you, but only to avoid endless discussions and accusations. We have already sold our furniture and a piece of land that belonged to me, to pay for the tickets.”


“We are expected in New York,” explained Guillaume. “A friend of mine has promised me a job, on a building they’re constructing on 23rd Street. They’re looking for skilled carpenters.”


“That’s a joke, Duquesne! As if they don’t have any there already!” shouted Hugues Laroche at the top of his voice.


He threw his arms up in the air. A new rumble interspersed with ominous crackling sounds resounded, leaving Elizabeth convinced that her grandfather’s rage had caused it. A sense of imminent yet inexplicable danger came over her.


“I’m very scared, Mummy,” she whispered.


“Don’t be, my darling. As I said before, we’re quite safe here,” Catherine whispered back, before kissing her tenderly on the forehead.


Guillaume looked gloomy as he ruminated over Laroche’s harsh words. If he’d been able to, he would have taken his family away there and then. But the infernal lightning display was continuing outside, and the windows were awash with rain.


“It will be worse in the middle of the ocean,” remarked Adela Laroche spitefully, as she dabbed her lips with the tip of her white napkin.


A silhouette appeared from the adjoining corridor. It was the butler, checking that dinner was progressing smoothly.


“You can clear away now, Jerome,” ordered the mistress of the house. “Catherine, an idea has just come to me: leave Elizabeth with us. She will receive a good education, in her ancestral home. Our granddaughter will brighten up the rather stern atmosphere of this old house.”


Elizabeth’s blue eyes darted over to her grandmother. She hardly knew her, and the idea of being entrusted to this blonde-bunned, hook-nosed lady made her grip her mother’s neck tightly.


The decor of the massive dining room, to which the child had paid little attention, now appeared strange and oppressive, as if it were ready to close in and hold her prisoner. Her dismayed gaze went from the heavy green velvet curtains and the paintings depicting sullen-looking characters, to the white plaster ceiling, which was adorned with embossed rosettes representing bunches of grapes, foliage and extravagant flowers and the dark oak panelling, that Elizabeth was certain concealed secret doors leading to damp cellars.


“My sweetheart, you’re clutching me so tightly that I can hardly breathe,” protested Catherine with a chuckle. “Elizabeth, my child, have no fear. You’re coming with us to America.”


“Mummy, I don’t like the castle,” she whispered. “I prefer our home and Grandpa Toine’s.”


Elizabeth had grown up in a charming little dwelling on the banks of the Charente river in the village of Montignac. Her other grandfather, the miller Antoine Duquesne, lived half a mile away, upstream. It was a child’s paradise, where she was doted on and able to roam freely from dawn till dusk in the small garden.


“Don’t worry, my princess,” Catherine replied in her ear. “You’re coming with us, I promise you.”


“And why?!” fumed Hugues Laroche. “Adela is right, we could at least keep Elizabeth. She won’t want for anything. I’ll leave everything to her.”


Guillaume struck the table with the flat of his hand. This time, his fury had no measure.


“Don’t even think about it!” he exclaimed. “Our daughter will grow up on American soil, well away from the tainted values of this old-fashioned continent. I am more than capable of providing for my family. Let’s not talk about it anymore, please.”


As Elizabeth calmed down under her soothing touch, Catherine grabbed the opportunity to say her piece. She was radiant, her soft golden curls cascading over her delicate shoulders.


Guillaume could not help but smile at her. He loved her with all his heart. Initially drawn in by her sheer beauty and delicacy like that of an antique sculpture, he had soon been won over by her warm heart, her intelligence and her vitality.


“Mother, Father, this discussion is exhausting me. We will write to you, I promise. My husband and I are eager to follow our dream. Why would you oppose it?”


The butler busied himself around the table, on which the silverware and crystal glasses did their best to outshine each other. The wind was howling in the chimneys and, despite the fires lit in the dining room and the adjoining large drawing room, it sounded as if a pack of wolves were prowling around the castle.


A torrential downpour was now streaming down the high slate roofs, cascading from the zinc guttering and swamping the lawns.


“Dear Lord, this is no longer a storm, but a tempest! You should really stay here tonight,” proposed Adela. “It will soon be nightfall. Jerome, ask Madeleine to prepare a room, with a lit fire and warmed sheets, and tell her to make up a bed for Miss Elizabeth in the nursery.”


“Yes, Madam,” answered the servant.


“Mother, stop making our decisions for us!” protested Catherine. “The horse-drawn carriage that the doctor lent us has a wax-covered canvas hood which is virtually waterproof. We had intended to return to the Duquesnes’ house. But I am happy to spend the night at the castle. Tomorrow morning, we will have to say our goodbyes, and perhaps we will all be in better spirits then.”


Adela was delighted at the extra time she had gained. A lot could happen in a few hours; it might be enough to change their minds.


A truce was established, over liqueurs to aid digestion of the golden-crusted roast veal and meringue tarts they had just eaten. While sipping a blackcurrant liqueur, Hugues Laroche was silently seeking ways in which to prevent his daughter and granddaughter from leaving. He refused to imagine them at sea, let alone on the streets of New York.


“Guillaume, son-in-law,” he began, having emptied his glass, “I apologize to you. Put yourself in my shoes. As soon as we sat down at the table, you announced to me that you would be sailing from Le Havre in four days’ time. I had every reason to be upset! This is such a serious undertaking that I would have appreciated discussing it with you and Catherine beforehand. The harm is done, and I have made some unpleasant remarks about you. Please forgive me.”


“I forgive you, Sir.”


“Let me be frank. I was upset and most disagreeable at the beginning of your marriage. However, you must grant me one thing: I gave in when I saw that it was a love match. Now, let’s get to the heart of the problem.”


“What do you mean?”


“What if I were to offer you a future on the estate? You would become my partner, and move into the castle, which has some very comfortably furnished rooms. My daughter would return to the lifestyle to which she is accustomed and the baby would be born in the best conditions. We would share both the workload and the profits.”


Catherine was astounded. She understood the magnitude of her father’s proposal. The intransigent winegrower had never made such an offer in the past. He usually made no secret of his contempt for his son-in-law.


Guillaume would be stupid to refuse such an offer, thought Adela to herself, her eyes gleaming with hope. My Lord, they are going to stay, I am certain of it.


“That’s very generous of you, Sir,” replied the carpenter politely. “But I don’t wish to run your vineyards or to avail myself of your generosity. I love my job, and the New World is beckoning me. My wife, our children and I will build a new life there for ourselves, without relying on anyone else. I’m sorry.”


Catherine, feeling relieved, straightened up. She could almost feel the sea breeze on her forehead and cheeks. Her rush of joy didn’t go unnoticed, but her father concealed his irritation with a resigned smile.


“Deep down, you are an arrogant man, Guillaume,” he said, “which is often a key to success. You are proud, too, and I cannot reproach you for that. I had hoped we would find some common ground, but well, we’ll have to leave it at that.”


Guillaume nodded in agreement but gave Catherine an amused look. Nothing could have changed the minds of the young couple, who shared the same desire for freedom and discovery.


Elizabeth returned to her chair. She finished her meringue tart, comforted by the certainty that her parents loved her and would take her with them.


Every evening for the past two weeks, she had listened to them explaining how their grand sea voyage would unfold. Catherine had enchanted her with epic descriptions. She had shown her pictures of the immense blue-and-green ocean, with its waves of white foam. There were images of seagulls too, a species unknown in Charente.


Guillaume had found a photograph of a liner, to explain to his daughter that they would spend ten days on a gigantic boat, akin to a huge floating house.


Elizabeth’s new-found peace of mind vanished when Madeleine, the Laroches’ housekeeper, pulled her chair back. The twenty-eight-year-old robust peasant woman had a piercing gaze. She wore a small white bonnet over her chestnut hair, which was tied at the nape of her neck.


“I must put you to bed, Miss,” she said.


Catherine, used to putting her daughter to bed herself, made a gesture in protest, but Adela intervened:


“Madeleine will take good care of Elizabeth; the two of us need to talk. You were raised that way, have you forgotten? Children this age need to go to bed early to get enough rest.”


“I remember it perfectly,” retorted Catherine. “In the summer, I spent my evenings bored in bed whilst you received guests in the garden, under the lanterns. I could hear the music, and I felt sad about being left out of the festivities. It was even worse in wintertime, when I used to be very afraid, up there alone, with the wind howling in the fireplace, just like it did this evening. In fact, I felt less alone at boarding school.”


“Is it my fault that I couldn’t give you brothers and sisters?” complained her mother. “Please, don’t be so sensitive. Say good night to Elizabeth.”


Disgruntled, Catherine yielded. At dawn, they would be leaving. Never again would anyone impose such silly rules on her.


“Elizabeth, my darling, you follow Madeleine. Do as she tells you, say your prayers and go to sleep. I’ll come and see you when I come up to bed.” Then she cuddled her daughter and kissed her repeatedly, in an effort to comfort her.


“Mummy, you will come, won’t you?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.


“I thought our little doll had lost her tongue,” guffawed Hugues Laroche. “But no, she can talk, all right.”


“Elizabeth is no doll, Sir,” said Guillaume with indignation. “With us, at home, she is very talkative and curious about everything. We are proud to say that she can now read simple phrases without our help.”


The winegrower was about to reply, but a dreadful noise prevented him from doing so. It was as though a section of roof had caved in, or doors and windows had been smashed.


“Good God, what was that?” cried Adela, panic-stricken. “I thought the storm was over!”


“Something has obviously been struck by lightning,” replied her husband.


The butler ran towards them, pale-faced and wide-eyed. He bowed to his employers.


“Sir, Madam, I have just heard from Vincent, as he was coming back from the stable, that the great fir tree has fallen against the turret!”


“Good Lord, that tree was two hundred years old!” lamented Laroche as he jumped up. “Forgive me for being pessimistic, but this doesn’t bode well. I need to examine the damage.”


“I’ll come with you,” offered Guillaume at once.


Adela did not move but reached out towards Catherine and grasped her hand. Madeleine, unfazed by these events, led the little girl out of the dining room and towards the Laroches’ grand entrance hall—a 12th-century Romanesque reception room which provided access to the drawbridge. The Laroches never missed an opportunity to remind their guests of the rich historical legacy of the former fortress, which the locals of Guerville respectfully called “the castle”.


Elizabeth turned to look at her mother one last time. She would have liked to stay on her lap or go upstairs with her. The unwelcoming dining room suddenly seemed like a cosy refuge to her. Oil lamps cast a soft yellow glow on the heavy wooden furniture.


“Come on, Miss, we must hurry,” ordered the housekeeper.


Once they got to the entrance hall, which was decorated with potted plants and mirrors, the little girl slowed right down. The walls, covered in panels of red velvet, featured a collection of hunting trophies. Elizabeth had not noticed them upon her arrival. There, under the flickering candlelight, she gazed at these poor, unfortunate beasts with frozen eyes of coloured glass.


She could see a wild boar, a deer and a few roebucks. Reminded of the graceful creatures that often wandered near the castle to drink from the river there, she grew even sadder.


“It was the master of the castle, your grandfather, who killed them, Miss,” added the housekeeper reverently. “But he stuffs only the finest ones!”


As she climbed the countless steps leading to the bedrooms, Elizabeth was overcome with exhaustion. She couldn’t stop yawning on the way up to the first floor. Eventually they arrived at the nursery, and Madeleine pushed her inside. Now that she was far away from the stern glances of her employers, her sweet manners and docile appearance had vanished.


“Get to bed quickly,” she said harshly. “You’ve been such a nuisance to us tonight.”


The fire, lit only five minutes ago, had not had time to warm up the room, which was illuminated only by a nearly burnt-out candle.


“Of course, you’ll need a nightshirt,” said the housekeeper impatiently.


“I’ve got one on under my dress.”


“Oh, so you’ve found your tongue, have you? Yes, that’ll do, take everything else off. I put two blankets on your cot, so you won’t be cold.”


“Are you angry?”


The frankness of the question surprised Madeleine somewhat. She was wary of the little girl.


“Angry or not, I don’t have the time to take care of you. I have more than enough work to keep me busy from morning to night. Besides, Vincent is waiting for me for our card game.”


“Who is Vincent?”


“The stable hand, who also brings the wood up to the bedrooms. Have you finished interrogating me now, you nasty little girl?”


Elizabeth had to hold back her tears, distressed by the housekeeper’s attitude towards her. Without a word, she let Madeleine undress her. Suddenly she let out a cry, as she glimpsed two people a few steps away—a woman and a child, who were moving around, handling clothes.


“Look over there,” she stuttered. “People!”


“I despair of you, child. How silly you are!” scoffed Madeleine. “It’s only you and I in the mirror, you simpleton. Have you never seen a mirror before? Move forward a bit.”


The child knew what a mirror was, but the one used by her parents was round, and the size of a dinner plate. Catherine showed the girl her reflection in it every Sunday morning, before going to church, which amused her.


This time it was different. She could see herself from head to toe, in her white strappy nightdress. Her eyes looked bigger, her cheeks and chin fuller. She observed her brown curls, the pink ribbon that held them back from her face, and finally recognized herself.


“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” laughed the housekeeper. “Now, go to bed.”


“But I have to say my prayers!”


“You will say them in your bed—do you hear me? I’m in a hurry.”


Madeleine helped her get in between the icy sheets, which had not been touched by a warming pan. Then she crouched down near the fireplace, and energetically worked the bellows. Bright yellow flames flared up.


“I’ll blow out the candle, but the fire will serve as a night light,” she called out. “You are not to be pitied, child! There are those who are worse off than you. And I’m warning you, if you tell your mother how I’ve spoken to you, then heaven help you! I know some bad spells, to punish children who talk too much. Oh yes, I can pull maggots out of your mouth and earthworms out of your ears. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” whispered the terrified little girl, as she hoisted the blanket up to her nose.


She was struggling to understand Madeleine’s apparent anger towards her but decided to put her stern voice and nervous gestures down to the rumblings and fury of the evening’s storm.


Deep down inside, Elizabeth blamed the sinister castle for all her misfortunes. No good could ever happen here. She had seen enough proof of that, be it her grandfather’s hollering and banging on the table, or her grandmother’s frostiness.


“Mummy,” she called out softly. “Mummy, please come.”


Madeleine heard her from the doorway of the nursery and scowled at her sternly.


“Your mother has better things to do! Now get some sleep.”


She closed the door behind her. The fire sparked and crackled, but this was of little solace to the child. Her wide-eyed gaze took in the huge white curtains that obscured the windows. She thought she could see them shaking slightly, so she stopped looking at them. Her eyes focused on the decorative plasterwork adorning the four corners of the room instead, but amidst the arabesque swirls she imagined she could see spiders crouching.


Finally, she sought comfort from a tall wardrobe with a triangular front pediment. The doors shimmered in the shadows and then slowly opened. Elizabeth was terrified. Her little body heaved with sobbing.


“Mummy! Daddy!” she moaned.


Nobody came to her rescue.


 


Catherine, who had joined her husband and father in the small drawing room they referred to as the smoking room, was oblivious to her daughter’s torment. Despite the unpleasant stench of the tobacco smoke, she snuggled up to Guillaume, always eager to be at his side. Both men had just returned inside, their hair glistening with rain.


“I am sick to the stomach,” said Hugues Laroche. “That mighty fir tree was the emblem of our estate. To think that it was already in the ground when Louis XIV, the Sun King, visited our castle!”


“It is quite possible—the tree was more than two hundred years old,” confirmed the young carpenter. “But it broke only halfway up, so it won’t die.”


“Regardless, it will have to be cropped right down to the ground, to preserve the beauty of the park,” sighed Laroche. “I’ll plant another one, even if I won’t live to see it grow to that size.”


“Father dear, I’m so sorry. Please don’t be sad,” exclaimed Catherine.


“My only consolation would be to keep all three of you and the unborn child here with me,” he said solemnly. “If you have a son and Guillaume accepted my offer, I could die in peace, knowing the castle and vineyards were in good hands.”


The young woman smiled. She broke out of her husband’s embrace to give her father a hug.


“You’re only fifty-two years old, Father. You’ll be running this estate for a long time to come!”


“How can I be sure, my dear? Remember the words of the Gospel. We know neither the day nor the hour when the Lord will beckon us. But anyway, I’ve given up trying to convince you. The die is cast, and I know perfectly well that nothing will keep you on French soil.”


Adela entered the room at that moment. She flapped her hand in front of her face, to indicate her disgust at the cigar smoke. At once, Hugues Laroche tossed his cigar into the fire.


“Let’s return to the dining room,” he said. “Jerome will bring us some champagne. We might as well toast your departure.”


Catherine and Guillaume exchanged a relieved glance. The evening had ended on a positive note for them.


“I hope Elizabeth isn’t waiting for me,” lamented the young mother. “I’m sure she would have been happier sleeping with us.”


“Good heavens! A child of her age, sleeping in your bed?!” said Adela, outraged.


“Just this once, we wouldn’t have minded,” exclaimed Catherine. “In our home in Montignac, I set up a small room for her, adjoining our room. She’s not been sleeping well for days now.”


“It’s not surprising. The prospect of the voyage has undoubtedly unsettled her,” commented Guillaume.


The conversation dried up after this. Hugues Laroche embraced his daughter, putting an arm around her waist. He had a profound need to touch her, to feel her physical presence and smell her delicate lavender scent.


“And if you need anything,” he whispered in her ear, “write to me, Catherine, and I’ll see you’re looked after. You can come back whenever you want. My offer stands for as long as I have any breath in my body.”


“Father, you have such a kind heart underneath your suit of armour,” she replied softly. “Thank you very much. Don’t worry about a thing. We are so excited about discovering New York together. Yesterday morning, we had a good laugh about this extraordinary honeymoon!”


“Your honeymoon!” repeated Adela bitterly. “Was it our fault that you refused to go to Italy? It was our gift to you, but no! You preferred to spend a week on the banks of the Charente river, renovating that shabby house you were going to live in.”


Catherine refrained from answering her mother, who she suspected was on the verge of tears of anger and frustration. She simply kissed her on the cheek.


Obeying Adela’s mumbled order, the butler rushed to get the champagne. Madeleine ran into him in the hallway. She winked at him before entering the dining room.


“Madam, Miss Elizabeth has recited her prayers and is already asleep,” she announced, staring at Catherine.


“Thank you for taking care of her,” said Catherine politely. “I was afraid she would be scared, all alone upstairs.”


“Oh no, Madam. I sat by her bedside, but she was tired,” lied the housekeeper, doing her utmost to ingratiate herself before leaving the room.


 


Indeed, nothing could have been further from the truth, for on the first floor of the castle, in the nursery, Elizabeth was experiencing the fright of her life. She was convinced she could see the doors of the wardrobe open and close at a steady pace. At first, she hid under the sheets, calling out to her mother repeatedly. But then, she started watching the piece of furniture in fascination through the lacquered wooden bars of her cot, lying in wait for the mysterious back-and-forth movement of the doors.


She no longer had the strength to scream or shout, convinced that at the slightest noise, a monster would emerge and pounce on her. She couldn’t stop herself crying and sniffing, and tried to stifle the sound of her sobs by covering her mouth with a trembling hand.


To make matters worse, the orange flames of the fire were dying out. The child, faced with the onslaught of darkness, began to pray. She could have tried to get up or run away, but she didn’t dare to leave her refuge.


She panicked as one of the wardrobe’s doors truly did open. The hanging clothes stirred and a hand emerged.


“You’re crying,” said a barely audible voice. “Don’t cry!”


Elizabeth clumsily drew a sign of the cross in the air. The tales her Grandpa Toine used to tell her while sitting around the fire sprang up in her frightened little mind; the Montignac miller had conjured up all sorts of dangerous creatures.


There was the witch with the iron hook, lurking at the bottom of the well, who would catch any curious little children who were leaning over the dark abyss. Despite Guillaume’s objections, he would also tell the girl that some men turned into werewolves at night and devoured anyone they caught in the woods.


And yet, Elizabeth wasn’t sure if a monster would speak in such a soft voice and tell its victim not to cry. She sat up and scrutinized the figure that slipped out of the wardrobe.


“I think I frightened you,” murmured a boy in a long white shirt.


“Yes, you did!” she whispered.


“I wanted to see you up close, so I hid. If my aunt discovers me here, she will whip me, so please don’t scream.”


“Who is your aunt?” inquired the little girl, still trembling.


“Madeleine the housekeeper, of course. Shh, don’t move. I’ll take care of the fire. It’s about to go out.”


Already, Elizabeth was breathing more easily. She rubbed her eyes and wiped her wet cheeks. Sitting up in her cot, she watched as the boy crouched down in front of the fireplace, used the bellows and put a log on the fire. Soon, beautiful bright flames began to flicker. He got up quickly and went to have a closer look at the girl.


“I saw you earlier, when you arrived in a carriage with your parents, but only from a distance. My aunt said you were a stuck-up little madam, but I thought you looked sweet. So why are you crying? You were calling out for your mother a short while ago.”


“I was afraid. Very afraid.”


“Yes, and then my aunt was mean to you—she can’t help it. Is it true your name is Elizabeth? I’m Justin. I’m eight years old.”


They stared at each other in silence. Justin admired her dark-brown curls, her round chin, rosy cheeks and large pale-blue eyes. He gave a dazzling smile.


“I didn’t mean to frighten you. Will you forgive me?”


“I forgive you,” answered the little girl.


“How long are you staying in the castle? I won’t be allowed to play with you, but tomorrow night I could come back to talk to you.”


Elizabeth was not used to other children. One of her uncles was married, but she didn’t have any cousins yet and was accustomed to being around adults. All of a sudden, she felt sad at the thought of leaving.


“We are departing tomorrow morning,” she said. “First, we’ll take a train, then a giant boat. Daddy is going to work in America.”


Dumbfounded, Justin nodded. He had no idea where America was, but the name sounded familiar to him.


“It sounds very far away,” he sighed. “If you’re going to sea, I must give you a gift. There are lots of old toys here. I come here in secret, to play with them.”


Justin trotted towards a wicker trunk, with its lid against the wall. He rummaged through a cardboard box, from which he pulled out an object that he held tightly in his hand.


“Here you are: a tin soldier, my favourite. He plays the drum. He’ll protect you during the journey, and if you’re still scared, you can tell him to send for me. I shall come and save you.”


“You won’t be able to,” she protested, grinning. “But I’ll keep it, and it will remind me of you.”


She grabbed the tiny figurine. The metal felt warm in her fingers, warm like the boy.


“Thank you, Justin. I will never lose it. I promise.”


“Will you promise to come back someday?”


She hesitated because, despite her young age, her parents had instilled in her the importance of not breaking a promise. But she found Justin so charming, with his blond hair and his dark eyes, that she whispered:


“Yes, I promise.”


“Well, it makes me sad that you’re leaving tomorrow. I must go upstairs to bed now. If my aunt sees I’m not there, she’ll have my guts for garters.”


“Where do you sleep?”


“In the loft. My aunt has a room, and I sleep behind the partition, on a straw mattress. Goodbye, Elizabeth.”


He looked at her for a moment longer, then, after taking a deep breath, he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.


“Goodbye,” she said, surprised and comforted by this sign of tenderness. “Look, can you not stay a little longer? Mummy usually stays till I fall asleep—could you do the same?”


“All right. But just five minutes. They’re probably playing cards downstairs in the pantry.”


“Who do you mean by ‘they’?”


“My aunt, Vincent and old Leandre, the gardener. And tomorrow, if I can, I’ll watch you leave, from that window there, the one on the right. You’ll give me a sign, won’t you?”


She nodded yes. Justin knelt down by the cot and took her hand between the bars.


“You’re so kind,” said Elizabeth, yawning. “Where is your mother? And your father?”


“They’re both dead. I don’t even remember them.”


“You must be so sad,” said the little girl faintly. “But they are in heaven, with the angels and baby Jesus.”


“Yes, of course they are. Go to sleep quickly, so I won’t be punished.”


Elizabeth closed her eyes, her fingers intertwined with the boy’s. Suddenly she was overcome by sleep, a delicious deep sleep that left a cheerful expression on her face.


And that was how Catherine found her, half an hour later. Justin had left no trace of his presence. The young mother stroked her child’s round forehead, her silken curls, and pulled the sheets up a little. Then she placed the fireguard in front of the pink-marble fireplace and tiptoed out of the nursery.


I will praise Madeleine tomorrow morning, she thought. She took good care of my little princess.


Guillaume was waiting for her, sitting on the edge of the four-poster bed in their room. He was looking with astonishment at the luxurious setting around him.


“This is the third time in five years that I’ve spent the night in this castle,” he remarked to his wife when she entered. “Yet, it still bothers me to think that you grew up among all this beautiful furniture and these expensive tapestries and ornaments. You say you liked our simple home in Montignac, but how will you feel once we get to New York? You won’t have a garden anymore, and Elizabeth loves roaming around outside. I hope you won’t regret coming with me, my dear. Your father has sown the seed of doubt in me. What if the life I’m offering you there proves to be nothing but miserable?”


Catherine shrugged, laughing, and turned her back to him.


“Instead of talking nonsense, you’d better help me get my dress off, and most importantly, undo my corset. I can’t take being squeezed like this any longer.”


“Does it hurt the baby?”


“No, but he’s been moving around a lot.”


Soon Catherine was dressed in a white cambric shirt. She massaged her stomach and sighed with pleasure. Guillaume put his lips to hers, and they shared a long, passionate kiss.


“As long as we’re together, I’m happy,” she said, catching her breath. “Our children will grow up on American soil, they will become perfect little New Yorkers, and we will make a fortune, by our own means and the force of our love.”


Deeply moved by her declaration, Guillaume kissed her again. Catherine was the light of his life.


 


Less than an hour later, Catherine woke up with a start and shook her husband by the shoulder.


“Guillaume, did you hear that? It was Elizabeth shouting, I’m sure of it. I’m going!”


“What are you saying?” he asked in a muffled voice.


“I think our daughter has had another nightmare. It wouldn’t surprise me, given my father’s yelling and tonight’s storm.”


The young woman was already up. She rushed out of the bedroom and up to the nursery, from where loud screams were coming. She found her daughter in tears, panting, and gasping for breath.


“I’m here, my darling. What’s wrong?”


“A bad dream, Mummy, I was so scared! And I didn’t have my doll.”


“Come on, you’re coming with me. I should never have let you sleep here.”


Guillaume joined them. At once, he picked up the girl, who wrapped her little arms around his neck.


“It’s over now, Daddy’s here,” he reassured her. “I’ll bring you to our bed and you’ll stay with us, sweetheart. Tell us what you saw, you’ll feel better then.”


“I can’t remember,” Elizabeth struggled to express herself. “It was raining hard, and . . . everything was dark.”


They walked along the corridor, which was lit by a wall-mounted gas lamp. Catherine was upset.


“I shouldn’t have bowed to Mother’s will. I should have put our beloved daughter to bed myself, alongside our bed, and not in that icy nursery,” she complained quietly.


“Our departure is unsettling her—she’s losing her bearings. Cathy, it’s normal at her age. She’s not able to look forward to it like us,” reasoned her husband. “Everything will be fine—don’t worry.”


At that very moment, Adela Laroche emerged from her room. She cast an irritated glance at all three of them.


“What are you doing? Take the girl back to the nursery! You should have punished her for screaming so loudly!”


“Punish her, Mother?!” said Catherine indignantly. “And you wanted us to leave her here with you? Dear Lord, she’s having nightmares—it’s hardly her fault.”


“Spoiled children do their utmost to attract their parents’ attention,” preached Adela in a stern voice. “What’s that she’s holding? It looks like one of my great-uncle’s tin soldiers!”


Guillaume glanced at the toy his little girl was clutching and shrugged his shoulders.


“Justin gave it to me,” said Elizabeth boldly, sniffing. Nestled in her father’s arms, she felt safe; so much so that she added: “Justin is nice.”


“Who are you talking about?” asked her grandmother suspiciously. “You’re telling lies. I won’t tolerate that. There is no one called Justin in this castle.”


“Yes, there is. He’s a little boy—Madeleine’s nephew—and he comforted me.”


“Good Lord, what story have you invented, Elizabeth? I am well informed about my servants, and Madeleine has neither brother nor sister, and therefore no nephew. Moreover, there aren’t any little boys living under our roof. You’re making it up, child. I hope we can all get some sleep now!”


“Mother, do you want the tin soldier back?”


“No—the collection has been incomplete for a long time; your daughter can keep it.”


Elizabeth hid her face in Guillaume’s neck. He squeezed her tighter, kissing her silky brown hair.


“You mustn’t tell lies, my darling,” said the young mother. “You must have dreamt about this boy, Justin.”


The girl refused to answer. She was well aware of the difference between a dream, a nightmare and the real world. Too bad if her parents didn’t believe her. At least she would be able to spend the rest of the night in their bed, safe from harm.










Chapter 2


The Departure


Le Havre, four days later, at dawn


Tuesday, October 19, 1886


Guillaume helped Catherine off the train before picking Elizabeth up by the waist. The railway line ended at the quayside of the port of Le Havre, a major boarding point for the crossing to New York and other faraway destinations.


“Look, my darlings, the sea!” he cried, pointing to the vast blue expanse with shades of grey, stretching all the way to the horizon. “And all those seagulls in the sky! We can see the four masts of our liner La Champagne, which is waiting for high tide.”


“Good Lord, how beautiful!” exclaimed an ecstatic Catherine.


Her husband had worked in Brittany and in the vicinity of La Rochelle while touring France with his Carpenters’ Guild. He had often described the vastness of the ocean to Catherine—the way its waves, crowned with white foam, crashed down on the rocks or washed over the sand.


“Elizabeth, are you feeling a little better?” asked Guillaume. “Don’t worry—you won’t have to get back on a train any time soon.”


“Yes, Daddy, I’m a little bit better. I’m sorry I was ill.”


The couple exchanged a worried glance. They were concerned about their daughter’s behaviour. She’d been extremely anxious before boarding the train at Saint-Lazare station.


“I don’t want to!” she had kept crying angrily, her eyes wide with inexplicable fright.


Even though they had reassured her and asked her why she was afraid, Elizabeth had clammed up, trembling. Her father had to carry her inside the train compartment while Catherine watched the scene with sadness.


Luckily, our little girl calmed down quite quickly once her head was on my lap, she recalled. Guillaume is right. It’s because her world has been turned upside down. She was used to my father-in-law, her dear Grandpa Toine, and her uncles. She even had to see her youngest uncle—Jean—cry, as we were saying farewell.


Catherine was roused from her thoughts when her husband gently stroked her cheek.


“We can’t stay here, Cathy—we’re in the way,” he whispered.


There was a crowd around them and a hive of activity. The noise was deafening, amidst people calling out, voices shrieking, and people shouting orders at the top of their lungs. Staff in grey coats were pushing carts overladen with luggage, others noted down the numbers written on large wooden crates.


“Well, we’re getting close,” said Guillaume. “In a couple of hours, we’ll be on the ship’s deck. Don’t worry, Elizabeth—we’re going to have a nice trip. Here in Le Havre we’re on the edge of the Channel, but soon we’ll be on the ocean, you’ll see. There will be big waves, and probably whales and dolphins.”


The little girl gave a faint smile. Her father continued:


“We need to get closer to our boarding bridge. Third-class passengers board first, to be registered. We should be able to avoid the health check, thanks to our doctor’s certificates.”


“What about our trunks?” asked Catherine worriedly.


“Wait for me over here, out of the wind, will you,” he said, leading mother and child to a bench next to a wooden warehouse. “I think I should go and find out about the trunk transfer.”


As soon as Elizabeth was seated, she sought refuge in her mother’s arms. A stench of tar, rusty metal, and rubbish was coming from the warehouse. Seagulls circled over the docks with high-pitched cries.


“Everything will be fine, my darling,” said Catherine soothingly, having felt her daughter tremble with nervousness. “Let’s not forget that we’re adventurers! It’s important to observe everything around you and appreciate it.”


“Yes, Mummy.”


Strangers walked past their bench. Catherine politely greeted the eldest of a group of travellers whose clothes, hats and hairstyles made her think they were Jews on their way to New York. Then another family – three adults and six children – marched by.


But she was feeling weary. She was thinking about the moment she had said goodbye to her parents. She remembered with sadness how her mother had kissed her at least six times, while slipping an envelope of banknotes into her coat pocket, her eyes filled with tears.


Catherine banished the harrowing memory with a stoic movement of her head. Her nostrils expanded to inhale the fresh sea air that was blowing in on the wind, intoxicating her. It overpowered the pungent smell of the docks, just as the gulls’ piercing cries drowned out the travellers’ voices.


Elizabeth eagerly awaited her father’s return. She had experienced a strange sensation when she’d watched him walk away in his grey corduroy suit.


“Why has Daddy left us?” she asked.


“He won’t be long,” answered her mother. “I’m here to protect you. Are you afraid of crossing the ocean, sweetheart?”


“No, I’m not afraid, I just want Daddy to come back.”


“He’ll be back in a minute,” Catherine assured her.


The girl slipped her hand into the bottom of her coat pocket. She felt the tin soldier and clasped it tightly. She wondered about Justin, who, according to her grandmother, didn’t exist. Yet he had given her this toy, proof that she had not dreamt any of it.


Time was running out, and the excitement and clamour were growing on the quayside. Catherine checked the silver watch hidden in her skirt pocket. Guillaume seemed to have been gone a long time already.


She got up from the bench to walk a few steps. Her green eyes took in the four masts and two large funnels of the passenger ship La Champagne, launched by the Transatlantic General Company in May of that year.


Sailors were running about on the decks. Catherine saw a great number of people boarding the ship in an unbroken line of bustling figures.


“Where has Guillaume got to?” she muttered to herself, one hand on her heart, feeling its beat getting faster.


She hid her anguish so as not to alarm her daughter. With a glance, she checked that the large leather case containing their basic necessities was still there.


A man in a sailor’s uniform, probably a senior officer, came to greet her. He raised his cap, which bore the name of the Transatlantic General Company.


“Would you happen to be a passenger on La Champagne, Madam?” he enquired politely.


“Yes, Sir.”


“You should make your way to the pier with your child, then. I assume you are booked into a second-class cabin?”


The young woman’s refined appearance and speech had deceived him. Modest as she was, she told him the truth at once.


“No, Sir, we’re travelling in third class. Thank you for your kindness—but I prefer to wait for my husband. He’s gone to take care of our trunks.”


“All the luggage has been brought aboard, I believe. If you are in third class, Madam, you’d better hurry up.”


The officer then quickly made his way to the dock. Catherine looked all around in vain.


“Come, Elizabeth. Daddy will find us by the boarding bridge.”


“But Mummy! We must stay here!”


“You heard the gentleman, darling. We must get ready to board. Daddy will work out where we’ve gone and join us.”


Catherine grabbed the leather case and adjusted the canvas bag on her shoulder that contained their provisions. The wind was getting stronger and stronger and blew a lock of blonde hair out of her hat.


“Give me your hand, Elizabeth, and hold on to me. I don’t want you to get pushed.”


They finally arrived at the foot of the third-class gangway, after squeezing through the crowd.


Catherine continued to search for her husband, but this was extremely difficult amidst the hordes of people milling around. The men were all wearing the same kind of clothing: a jacket and brown or grey trousers.


Two members of staff were checking the names of the last third-class passengers in a large logbook before allowing them to board.


“Guillaume, please come back,” murmured Catherine.


Elizabeth heard her. Small as she was, she couldn’t see the faces of those around her, but she carried on looking for her father. Suddenly, there was a loud and deep breathing noise, followed by a rumbling, close behind her. A strange smell wafted over the little girl as she turned.


“Mummy, help me!” she shouted at the top of her voice.


Catherine whirled around and screamed with fright upon catching sight of the bear facing Elizabeth. The animal was sniffing the sea air. There was a ring through its two shiny wet nostrils, and it was connected to a sturdy chain held by the animal’s master.


“Don’t be afraid, ladies and gentlemen! Garro wouldn’t hurt a fly,” he exclaimed. “His claws and teeth have been filed down.”


The man had a dark complexion and spoke with a gravelly accent. He wore a black hat and had a long moustache, his free hand leaning on a stick.


Awestruck by the spectacle, people moved out of the way, so that the area around the beast and its master was cleared.


“I’m going to entertain the New Yorkers,” he shouted to anyone who would listen. “I’m not the first and I won’t be the last. One of my brothers left three years ago and makes a good living out of it, so I’m having a stab at it, too.”


“Where are you from, Sir?” Catherine asked, holding her daughter close to her.


“From the Ercé valley in the Pyrenees, of course!”


An officer from La Champagne pointed a peremptory finger at the mountain dweller. “You’ll have to muzzle your bear, my friend, or I can’t let you board.”


“Aye, aye, Sir. I have the necessary equipment. Don’t fret, I took his muzzle off to give him an apple to munch on.”


Elizabeth had already seen pictures of bears in books, but the animal’s imposing physique made her back away.


“Don’t be afraid, little girl!” laughed its handler. “Wait until you see him dancing!”


The incident had distracted Catherine, but she was growing restless again. Her husband’s lateness was becoming truly worrying. The bear handler, who was also travelling in third class, stepped onto the boarding bridge, followed by his beast.


“Madam, your tickets!” demanded the clerk in charge of counting the passengers.


She took them out of the inner pocket of her coat. His fingers were shaking.


“Sir, I can’t get on board without my husband. He must have been delayed. I beg you, please give me another moment.”


“That will be difficult, Madam. We have to open up access to the second-class decks. It’ll be high tide in less than two hours.”


“I beg you!” insisted Catherine.


The man saw the state she was in and compassionately gave a nod of approval. He was not indifferent to the beauty of this pregnant young woman, nor to the frightened face of the dark-haired child next to her.


“Five minutes, no more,” he retorted.


“Thank you, Sir, thank you!”


Elizabeth scanned the teeming crowd of strangers gathered along the quayside. Judging by their style and elegance, most of them were wealthy, but she soon lost interest in them. Just then someone came round the corner of the warehouse.


“Daddy! Over there! Mummy, it’s Daddy!”


“There he is! Thank God!” exclaimed Catherine.


But her relief was short-lived. Guillaume was staggering towards them as if he were drunk. His jacket sleeve was torn, as was his shirt collar, and his face was covered in blood. Elizabeth let out a stifled wail.


“Daddy’s bleeding, Mummy! Look, he’s bleeding!”


Catherine ran to her husband. Instinctively, she kept one hand on her belly, as if to protect her unborn child.


“Guillaume, what on earth has happened to you?!”


The carpenter was panting and bent over. She saw that he had nasty bluish bruises on his forehead and chin; his lower lip was split and his nose was bleeding.


“Good God, you’ve been in a fight!” she said, alarmed.


“No, Cathy—I was beaten up! Some fellows jumped on me from behind. They were after my wallet, and also robbed me of my father’s pocket watch, my wedding ring, and the gold medal my brother gave me last month. I did my best to defend myself, but three against one, I couldn’t win!”


“Guillaume, my love,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry you lost your family mementoes, but we have to board immediately. I’ll tend to you when we’re settled in. I feared that there might have been an accident, but you are here now, that’s all that matters.”


“I didn’t have time to clean myself up. I hope my appearance won’t scare Elizabeth.”


“No, we’ll talk to her. Come quickly! How fortunate that I had the travel tickets with me, or they would have stolen them as well.”


Catherine managed a smile through her tears. Guillaume grinned painfully; his assailants had also punched him in the stomach and the ribs. And yet, he was joyful at the thought of boarding, and did his best to forget his inner torment.


On the deck of La Champagne


Two hours later


The ship’s siren resounded, followed by shouts and yells from all directions. Plumes of smoke rose from the liner’s funnels. Many passengers were standing on the large deck, leaning against the rail, some hoping to catch a last glimpse of a friend or relative.


A smaller crowd of people were walking along the dock, waving white handkerchiefs. Farewells and goodbyes were flying thick and fast. Travellers and those on the dock were weeping, smiling and calling out to each other.


“Nobody has come to see us off!” moaned Elizabeth.


She glanced up at her parents, who were standing beside her, locked in an embrace. They smiled at her sweetly.


“No, because all three of us are leaving,” replied Catherine.


“Why didn’t Pops Toine and Uncle Jean come, then?”


“The train journey to Le Havre would have been too expensive for them,” explained Guillaume.


Elizabeth sighed. She would have liked to be enthusiastic about the trip, but something was weighing her down. Aside from that, she could hardly bring herself to look at her father’s face, which was covered in blood.


A young sailor walked by and smiled at her cheerfully as he adjusted his white beret.


“So, Miss,” he said, “it looks like we’re going to discover America, aboard the ‘Lord of the Seas’, as the Captain calls it! It’s my first long voyage too.”


“ ‘The Lord of the Seas’—that has a nice ring to it,” Catherine remarked, exhilarated at the thought of setting sail.


The sailor saluted her and moved on. A modestly dressed man also came up to the couple.


“You’ve got to admit, this is a pretty impressive ship,” he said, holding his hand out to Guillaume. “Hey, you look like someone beat the living daylights out of you!”


“I’m afraid so. I was robbed on the docks, near the warehouses.”


“Bah, that happens a lot, in the hustle and bustle of boarding, between the train and the docks. You need your wits about you. Could have been worse, though,” said the stranger.


“A rail worker turned up, and the thugs took off. But it left me in quite a daze. Any worse, and we couldn’t have boarded.”


The vessel was about to set sail for the vast ocean, and Catherine had hoped to share this special moment with just her husband and daughter. Unfortunately for her, the stranger seemed eager to chat.


“The company wouldn’t even have reimbursed you,” he said. “It would have been a real pity to miss the departure. You do realize that we are standing on a 6,726-ton ship with a 9,000-horsepower steam engine? Apparently, it can carry more than a thousand passengers and two hundred crew members. I’ve been doing some research.”


La Champagne raised anchor, and the heavy vessel shuddered throughout. In the distance, the horizon was a blurry mass of sky, water and bluish-green haze.


Catherine took her husband and daughter further along near the ship’s bow, and laughed cheerfully.


“I’m so happy! Guillaume, we’re finally on our way. Elizabeth, darling, look at the seagulls! They’re as free as we are.”


Seagulls were diving over the deck, zigzagging between the four masts. The deafening noise of the engines caused a stir on the dock, as the ship’s enormous hull pulled away.


“And in ten days’ time, we’ll see New York and the famous Statue of Liberty,” said Guillaume excitedly. “Elizabeth, my princess, say goodbye to your homeland!”


“But how, Daddy?” replied the child, fascinated by the thumping of the waves against the ship’s gigantic flank.


“You can wave goodbye with your hand!”


She hastened to obey, and her bright-blue eyes strayed towards the docks, which were slowly disappearing, the figures growing smaller and smaller. Full steam ahead, La Champagne thrust itself into the vast Atlantic Ocean.


Guillaume hugged his wife and daughter. He felt confident and hopeful: they were about to embark on their new life.


The passengers gradually left the deck. Depending on their social status, some were headed for first class, others for second. Catherine was delaying the moment when they would have to climb down to the lower level, reserved for the poorest travellers. The ship’s crew were busy all over the ship, working in synchrony.


“Let’s find our berths,” whispered Guillaume. “Then we can clean ourselves up a bit, especially me.”


Catherine nodded. She wasn’t going to falter now, well aware that her husband was trying hard to put on a brave face, despite the bitterness he was feeling. Though he didn’t complain, the loss of his watch and his gold Saint Christopher had shaken him.


“You, you’re the epitome of goodness,” she whispered in his ear. “It’s so unfair, what they did to you.”


“Who knows? Perhaps it was a sign that we shouldn’t leave,” he replied softly. “My dearest Cathy, you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth, as my father used to say when he was teasing you. Because of me, you had to give up all your privileges. We could have travelled in second class, but it would have taken all our savings.”


“I won’t let you blame yourself, Guillaume. We made all our decisions jointly. We’re in this together, for as long as we live. Now, let’s go downstairs.”


Elizabeth was still gazing at the port of Le Havre and the church towers in the distance.


“Mummy, I want my doll,” she said, overcome by a sudden urge to hold her toy.


“Be patient, my darling,” Catherine said kindly. “We need to get settled in first. Daddy will pick up our trunks later.”


 


With dismay, the couple examined the third-class dormitory in which their berths were located. It could only be reached via a steep staircase with slippery steps.


An alarming kerfuffle was going on. Dozens of passengers were moving around and yelling at each other in the smoke-filled atmosphere. The women were unfolding blankets and unpacking their luggage. The cries of children and babies could be heard amidst the din.


A pungent smell of unwashed bodies and sweat emanated from the mass of passengers crammed in there, below the ship’s waterline.


“It’s poorly ventilated down here,” murmured Catherine, whose delicate sense of smell was troubled by the human stench.


They could feel the deck beneath their feet vibrating with the ship’s heaving machinery. It was almost as if the vessel was being rocked by roaring monsters. Elizabeth sought refuge in her mother’s skirts.


“Come along,” said Guillaume.


The narrow iron bunks, which took up every available space, looked very uncomfortable. They all looked occupied already. Elizabeth clung to her father’s hand.


“Don’t be afraid, my darling,” he said firmly. “It’s the turmoil of the ship’s departure, that’s all. Things will calm down soon, and then we’ll have our own little corner.”


“I really hope so,” said Catherine, alarmed. “I’m getting tired.”


“You will soon be able to rest,” he promised.


They had huddled together to hear each other better over the background noise and commotion.


A woman called out to them in a raspy voice, gesturing for them to move aside:


“Hey lovebirds, don’t block up the gangway! I need to go to the conveniences. My goodness, there are only two of them for one hundred people in these quarters! I don’t want to miss supper time, either!”


Catherine stepped back so hastily that she hit her back against a large metal post. Guillaume saw her wincing with pain.


“Cathy, my darling, are you hurt?” he asked, hugging her.


“No, no. Please, let’s find our bunks, I need to lie down. Then you can find out where to get water, as I can’t clean you up otherwise.”


After a tedious search, Guillaume finally identified their bunks. He picked up Elizabeth and sat her down on the top bunk.


“You won’t be jostled up here,” he said, stroking her hair. “Now, let me go and get your doll.”


“I’d rather go back outside, Daddy. It smells horrible in here.”


“We’ll go back up to the deck later, but right now your poor mummy is tired. Be a good girl.”


Elizabeth lay down in a foetal position on the brown blanket. From her pocket she took the tin soldier that her friend Justin had given her and held it tightly. She was exhausted from the train journey and the excitement of the morning and dozed off in no time.


As for Catherine, she pretended to be asleep to avoid the curious glances of her neighbours. Guillaume, who had gone in search of a water point, had been careful to hide the large leather case under the bottom bunk.


“Hey, pretty lady, it’s not wise to travel in your condition,” shouted a voice.


Catherine was startled. She blinked and saw a grim, ruddy face staring at her.


“Excuse me, Madam, I fell asleep,” she claimed.


“If you can snooze in this bedlam, then good for you. The ship isn’t pitching too much at the moment. But once we’re on the high seas, we’ll be shaken like plums on a tree. Where are you from?”


“Charente.”


“Uh, I don’t know where that is. Me and my man, we left Valence with our four little ones. They closed the pit down, so we decided to try our luck in America. I’m Colette, but you can call me Coco.” 


“Catherine Duquesne.”


Colette, a red-headed and busty woman, was rummaging through a wicker trunk. She grabbed a black bodice, put it back in the trunk and then took out a woollen knit.


“I’m freezing, aren’t you?”


“No, I’ve kept my coat on, it’s so cold.”


“Your husband has been in the wars, hasn’t he! Was he fighting?”


“He was attacked and robbed, shortly before our departure, at the warehouses on the dock,” explained Catherine as she sat up.


“That’s really unfortunate, my pretty lady,” sighed the woman, looking sorrowful.


“Where are your children, Madam?” enquired Catherine, trying to make polite conversation.


“I sent them up on the deck, my husband too, to get a moment’s peace,” laughed Colette.


Guillaume came back holding a small bucket of water. Catherine immediately straightened up, greeting her husband with a massive smile.


“Sit down, I’m finally going to be able to nurse you. Grab our bag, I have everything we need. This is our neighbour, Colette. Madam, my husband, Guillaume.”


The carpenter greeted her amicably enough, although inwardly he was already hating the overcrowded, squalid conditions where drudgery, gossip, fighting and appalling sanitary conditions appeared to be the norm.


Sullen-faced, he let Catherine clean his wounds and apply a comfrey balm to them.


“I’m going to start sewing,” she announced. “Remove your jacket, please.”


“There’s no hurry,” he sighed. “You look very pale. Lie down.”


Colette had moved away. Guillaume took advantage of this and kissed his wife on the lips, then gazed at her tenderly.


“My beautiful wife,” he said. “It makes me sad to see you in the middle of this mayhem.”


“Why?” she asked calmly. “Because I was born in a castle? Guillaume, I love you. I proved my love for you by following you to Montignac and marrying you, and I wouldn’t let you sell our little home, because of all the wonderful memories I have there. Your brothers will rent it out and it will give them a small income, but it’s still ours.”


“But who cares? We have no intention of returning to France! That money would have kept you away from this squalor, these people, their cries and smells. It stinks in here.”


“Ten days, Guillaume—the journey only lasts ten days, according to the shipping company,” said Catherine. “We’re together, and we’ll ensure Elizabeth doesn’t come to any harm. Please stop worrying and give me your jacket. I don’t want a scruffy husband.”


 


An hour later, Catherine was reliving the same drama she had endured on the docks: her husband had gone to seek their two trunks and had not returned. During that time, she had been able to sleep for twenty minutes, nibble a slice of bread from her bag, and repair the jacket.


“Do you know where they store the luggage?” she asked her neighbour Colette, who was changing a small boy’s soiled vest.


“Not far away, my dear—the room next to the refectory. See, my man brought mine to me right away.”


The woman pointed with her chin at the wicker trunk near her bed.


“Which was lucky, since I’ve gotta slip a fresh vest onto this little squirt. He’s my youngest, Paul—three years old. My eldest, who’s ten, brought him downstairs. The poor thing had thrown up. They say it’s quite rough up there on deck.”


“Even down here you can feel the waves rolling,” Catherine remarked. “I had no idea you could get seasick on such a big ship. My daughter hasn’t noticed anything. She’s sleeping well, I’m glad to say.”


“She won’t sleep a wink tonight, though,” replied Colette. “Right, young lady, I’ll take this lad to the conveniences, otherwise it’ll be his trousers he fills next.”


Watching Colette through the maze of beds, Catherine caught Guillaume’s gaze as he returned. He looked desperate, and his swollen face didn’t help. She waited, sitting on the bunk.


“Cathy, fate must be against us,” he declared, sitting down beside her. “I had to ask to see the Captain.”


“Why?”


“Our trunks have disappeared. They can’t be found anywhere. A member of staff helped me search for them, and he thought there’d been a mistake. But no, our luggage has gone astray somewhere between the train and the ship’s hold. We’ll arrive in New York with nothing. In your trunk were your clothes and Elizabeth’s, and the baby’s layette. In my trunk were my carpenter’s tools engraved with my name, my work clothes, our books, and the little one’s doll.”


The news left Catherine speechless. Her husband took her hand.


“The Captain is aware of the situation. He apologized and said such problems only rarely occur.”


“But what are we going to do?” she asked indignantly. “The company should pay us compensation. Are we the only ones this has happened to?”


“Maybe not—I’ll find out tonight.”


“Thank God we still have the leather case. I put some clothes in it for Elizabeth, a few sewing items, and our identity papers.”


“I just don’t understand it,” said Guillaume, dismayed. “I wanted to tell you before going back up to have another look. The ship is huge; maybe they placed our trunks in a second-class cabin.”


“No, please—don’t go back up again. I’m sick of being alone. The people have calmed down a bit now, but I don’t feel safe here without you.” In hushed tones, she pointed out that some of the passengers looked shady. “You should eat something, Guillaume—you haven’t had a bite to eat since this morning. I can give you some bread, cheese, or an apple?”


“I’m thirsty more than anything, Cathy. A man advised me not to drink the water from the cistern. He travelled on another liner two years ago and nearly died of dysentery. Sanitation is not a priority in third class.”


Catherine remained silent. She handed him an enamelled mug into which she poured the last water from a bottle.


“I brought some sweet tea with us,” she whispered. “After that, we’ll have to drink the ship’s water.”


“Lord, I had no idea we’d have this much trouble! I hope Elizabeth doesn’t get ill,” said Guillaume, worried.


“None of us will get ill,” said the young woman determinedly. “We simply have to be practical. Too bad about our trunks—I can sew, I’ll make us a whole set of new clothes when we get to America.”


“And my tools?”


“We’ll get you a new kit with the money my mother gave us. Thank goodness I accepted it! I know you didn’t want my family’s help, but there comes a point where you have to swallow your pride. We no longer have a choice. I have enough to see us through a few weeks in New York. As for the baby’s clothes, I’ll work something out. And if we lack anything, I’m sure that some kind souls will help us out during the journey.”


She smiled confidently, but Guillaume perceived a twinge of sorrow in her dulcet tones. It made him admire her all the more.


“You’re the most extraordinary woman in the world,” he said, kissing her.


Elizabeth had heard every word. She had been awake for a good quarter of an hour. Happy to hear her father’s voice, she was about to lean towards him when he mentioned the disappearance of the trunks.


What about my doll? she thought, ready to burst into tears. Pops Toine wouldn’t be happy to hear that I’d lost her.


She stifled her wailing, but Catherine’s ears pricked up, and she gestured to her husband to get up.


“We need to talk to her, Guillaume. She hasn’t been herself for three weeks now. I should have put her dolly in the leather case.”


Two small feet clad in woollen socks appeared on the edge of the top bunk.


“Mummy, Daddy, I want to get down,” she called out. “Can you pick me up, Daddy?”


“Of course, my princess!”


Her arms wrapped around her father’s neck. She felt secure at once. Guillaume covered her face with kisses.


“I’m afraid we have some bad news, my precious one,” he whispered in her ear. “Our trunks have disappeared.”


“I know, Daddy.”


“You will be sad without your doll, but we’ll soon be able to buy you another one, when we get to America.”


“Or I could even make one right here on the boat,” added Catherine brightly. “Pops Toine made yours from wood and pieces of fabric—I can do the same.”


“Would you really, Mummy? I love you very much!”


“We love you too, darling,” said her parents in unison, and all three of them laughed.


A faint snatch of music echoed their cheerfulness. Someone was playing the violin. At first, everyone grew quiet, but soon the chatter resumed, mingled with the squealing voices of children and the crying of babies.


People were to-ing and fro-ing, climbing up to their bunks, jostling and shoving each other. The dull rumbling of the engines at the bottom of the hold barely drowned out the continuous hullabaloo of a hundred people, many of whom were fretting or vomiting.


“I wonder where the bear handler is,” remarked Catherine.


“Not in this part of the steerage,” replied her husband. “I’ve been told there are over a thousand passengers, Cathy, not to mention the crew. And more than five hundred of us in steerage.”


“Good Lord—we’ll never get acquainted with everyone!”


“Mummy, when are you going to make my new doll?”


“How about right now, darling? It’ll force me to stay seated,” said the young woman. “I have to warn you though—it will be small, very small.”


The little girl nodded happily. Her parents looked at each other with relief. Elizabeth seemed to have recovered and was calm and composed, ready to cope with the trials and tribulations of the crossing.


On the deck of La Champagne


The following morning


Guillaume put his hand on Catherine’s shoulder, as they watched the sea in awe. The sheer vastness of the ocean stretched out before them all the way to the horizon. Though his face still bore purplish bruises from the blows he had received, his gloomy gaze revealed a glimmer of pride. In spite of the bad luck they had suffered, he was beaming with joy at being on board the liner.


“We made it, Cathy darling,” he said affectionately. “Elizabeth slept like an angel last night.”


“Yes, what a relief,” agreed his wife. “Her new doll must have something to do with it.”


They laughed quietly as they watched their daughter playing with Colette’s little boy, Paul. Their neighbour was sitting on a wooden stool, knitting. The two children were happily throwing a ball to each other.


Guillaume had prudently tied it to a string, which in turn was tied around the railing.


“This will stop it falling into the sea,” he’d explained. “If you lose it, we’ll have little chance of finding another one.”


The weather was clear, with a pale-blue sky. Exhilarated by the sea air, Catherine was enjoying the warmth of the sun on her fair skin.


“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could sleep on the deck?” she said. “When I woke up this morning, the stench of vomit was unbearable. I couldn’t help feeling nauseous, too. We should stay up on deck as much as we can. The weather is good and the sea is calm, so let’s make the most of it.”


A man came up beside them. He was quite young and was wearing a tweed cap.


“We shouldn’t crow too soon,” he declared as he lit his pipe. “La Champagne will be navigating colder waters from tomorrow, which could mean heavy squalls.”


“Squalls?” repeated Catherine with surprise. “What are they?”


“Heavy rain and strong winds arriving unexpectedly at the same time,” explained the stranger. “But I can assure you, Madam, that this sort of vessel has nothing to fear. I couldn’t help overhearing you mention the stench down there, in third class. We mustn’t forget that it’s not as bad as it used to be. Only a few decades back, the ships carrying emigrants were known as ‘coffin ships’.”


The young man lifted his cap to them and continued his stroll. Elizabeth had stopped playing. Paul was waiting for her to throw the ball, but she held it tightly between her hands before abruptly dropping it and running to her parents, seeking refuge in her mother’s skirt.


“What’s the matter, princess?” asked Guillaume. “Be nice to your little friend, he’s waiting for you.”


“I don’t want to play anymore, Daddy. I’d rather go for a walk.”


“All right, let’s take a walk together,” he said.


Paul had picked up the ball and was throwing it up in the air, under his mother’s puzzled gaze.


“Don’t worry, little lad. Girls can be fickle,” she said loudly as she carried on knitting.


Catherine, sitting by herself, thought she should apologize for her daughter’s attitude.


“I’m sorry, Colette—Elizabeth is unhappy about leaving. It’s not easy for her. She’s been uprooted from her home, from the people she grew up with, her grandfather and her uncles. We also had to give our cat to a neighbour.”


The woman shrugged her sturdy shoulders. She wondered what the pretty Catherine, with her upper-class accent, was doing travelling in third class.


“Good heavens, I’m not offended! We can’t stand on ceremony for things like that. Nippers, you never know what’s going on in their heads! And please call me Coco, as I told you before.”


Catherine nodded her head and smiled, but resolved to stick to “Colette”, “Coco” being too familiar for her liking.


She turned to look at the vast expanse of the ocean, carved in two by the ship’s bow. Towering waves appeared to be galloping away from the horizon that La Champagne was approaching at a brisk pace.


“New York, America . . .” she muttered dreamily. “I can’t wait to get there, even though it’ll be tough when we arrive.”


She’d been dwelling on the impending difficulties, such as the language (though she did speak a little English), and where they would live. It certainly wouldn’t be as comfortable as their little home with a garden in Montignac.


I’ll be alone all day and I won’t have the help of my sister-in-law when the baby is born, so I’ll have to take care of it and my little princess by myself.


Her thoughts drifted towards gentle Yvonne, the wife of Guillaume’s eldest brother Pierre. Yvonne had been a huge help to her when Elizabeth was born, and during the first few months afterwards.


“I say, pretty lady,” said Colette, glancing at her, “you must be worried about what’s happened to your trunks. I suppose the layette was ready for the little one?”


“Yes, it was. I’d spent all summer working on it, with my sister-in-law,” replied Catherine, turning to face her. “I’ll have to start all over again. I have no choice.”


“That’s such a shame! But, as long as you’ve got your health and a few pennies set aside . . . I suppose you’ll have to go shopping once we’re ashore.”


“Yes, but my husband has been hit the hardest. He’s lost all his tools.”


 


The trunks did not turn up, despite the crew’s efforts. Guillaume was trying hard to put on a brave face, but Catherine sensed how bitter and disappointed he was.


By the time they returned below deck, night had fallen. It was relatively calm in the dormitory. The children had been put to bed early, as soon as they had devoured the meagre meals handed out by the Transatlantic Company, and were already asleep.


A rumour was circulating that there were in fact nine hundred people in steerage, and not five hundred, as declared by the Captain.


Catherine couldn’t fall asleep. The ship resounded with almost unbearable noises. The rumbling of the machines beneath their feet made her nervous, and from the multitude of people around her came sighs, whispers, snoring and coughing. Finally, further away, above their heads, they could hear quick footsteps, cries, and even some music from afar. The young woman imagined the first-class travellers dancing in the large and lavishly decorated lounge after a gourmet dinner. She wasn’t envious, just annoyed.


When will all this change? she wondered. People are treated according to their financial resources. The poor suffer from hunger and lack of sanitation, as if it were their destiny, and the wealthy don’t care and make merry, as if entitled to privilege and glory.


Her principles and her loathing of any form of injustice had prompted Catherine to embark on a new life, and she was proud and happy to have married for love, despite the virulent protests of her parents.


“Farewell, my childhood castle, farewell to my family’s contempt for Guillaume, farewell to the Old Continent,” she muttered under her breath.


Catherine felt comforted by the sound of her husband’s steady breathing, as he lay on the bunk next to her own. She felt an urge to touch him, to make sure he was really there.


Just then a whine followed by a high-pitched scream interrupted her thoughts.


“Mummy! Mummy!” sobbed Elizabeth.


The little girl was tossing and turning, causing the mesh bunk base above Catherine to grind and creak. She jumped up.


“My darling, I’m here, everything’s all right,” she whispered. “Shh, don’t shout so loudly.” The little girl was breathless from crying. Her trembling hands clung to her mother’s neck.


“I’m scared, Mummy, I’m so scared,” she wept.


“There, there. Come down, my darling. You can sleep with me tonight.”


“Damn it, when will this bloody noise stop!” yelled Colette’s husband, furious. “She needs a good hiding, then she’ll stop whimpering.”

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Manhattan Secret



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Dedication



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Endmatter page 1



			Contents



			Imprint Page











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
An absolutely heartbreaking and gripping historical novel

MANHATTAN

SECRET

Marie-Bernadette Dupuy






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





