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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  CONVICTED OF LOVE





  “...absolutely charming. It sparkles with emotion and wit. The story and the characters are all vibrant with life... The dialogue is a rare treat for a historical. It snapped between the characters, sizzling and landing with perfect aim. I will definitely be looking for more work by Josephine Templeton.”




  ~~Reviewed by Ash Arceneaux of Rite of Romance




  I have to first thank God for giving me the gift of writing, and then my husband, Michael, my inspiration. To my sons, my parents, my sisters (especially Joan) and brothers for putting up with me and my scribbling for all these years. And last, but not least, to my friend Laura Boudle, for letting me pester her about reading the next chapter and telling me what she thinks. Hurry up, Laura, read, read, read!




  Part 1




  Camille




  Chapter 1




  End of May 1889




  French Quarter




  New Orleans, Louisiana




  Camille du Carte glared at her aunt’s back. The debutante stuck out her lower lip as she tried to figure a way to get the ruby earrings. They were perfect for the dress she planned on wearing to Maggie Lafitte’s coming out party. She had to have them.




  “Aunt Marie, please,” Camille whispered, tears springing readily to her eyes.




  The elder woman’s spine stiffened as she heard her niece’s pitiful tone. Shaking her head, Marie Leonhardt turned around. “Your father gave you a certain amount of money, ma chéri, and you have already reached it.”




  “But—”




  “Camille,” Aunt Marie warned, her brown eyes narrowing dangerously.




  Camille huffed and stamped her foot. “Fine, then I am going home.”




  She whirled around and hurried out of the jewelry store. Her aunt’s words forbidding her to leave un-chaperoned fell on stone ears. She was too put off with her aunt to stay in her presence one more second.




  Blinded by irrational anger, Camille raced down Bienville Street. When she reached the corner of Bourbon Street, she stopped, realizing she had made a mistake. In order to get to her home in the Garden District, she should have stayed on Royal Street. Only then did it occur to her how long a walk she would have. As Camille turned to retrace her steps, a group of drunken sailors tumbled out of a nearby bar, directly in her path. She stopped abruptly, startled by the threat before her.




  All four men quit laughing as they took in the young woman before them. Her dark black hair had fallen free of the hairpins and hung in wild array down her back. Her cheeks were rosy red, and her gray eyes flashed like lightening. She was obviously in a temper but that did nothing to stop the advance of the men.




  Before the head of the little group had a chance to speak, Camille gathered up her skirts and turned to hightail it in the opposite direction. She ran right into the arms of another sailor. Stunned, she looked up into his eyes with her mouth wide open.




  The man smiled, revealing even, white teeth. “Whoa, girl,” he said, grabbing her shoulders.




  As he watched, the color of her eyes swirled from light gray to dark, reminding him of storm clouds on the verge of turning violent.




  “Unhand me, sir,” she growled through clenched teeth.




  He quickly let go, holding his hands high in the air. “My apologies,” he whispered, dipping his head slightly. He looked past her at the lingering sailors. Then, after glancing at the sun’s position, he asked of them, “Do you not have someplace else to be?”




  Suddenly, the whole lot became embarrassed, and after several “aye, aye, sirs,” they took their leave.




  Her heart beating rapidly, Camille stood rooted to the spot, intrigued by the color of the stranger’s eyes. At first, she would have sworn they were blue, but on closer inspection, she noted that streaks of violet intermingled with the blue. The next second, she realized his attention was back on her, and her cheeks burned with the thought that he had caught her staring.




  “You should not be wandering these streets alone. Where is your MaMa?” he asked softly.




  Like the small, fast storms that follow the Mississippi River, Camille fought to keep her anger. She threw her chin up as her hands found their way to her hips. “I am not a child.”




  Before he could stop himself, his heated gaze dropped to the gentle curve of her bosom, covered as it was with cloth. He swallowed as desire gripped him.




  “No, my storm-cloud, no you are not,” he replied. “However, there are others who would do you harm, especially because you are not a child.”




  Nervously, Camille looked about, seeing danger for the first time. Every passerby held some sort of threat, and she clutched worriedly at her cross necklace. She then looked back at the gentleman before her and narrowed her eyes.




  “Aye, sir, I do believe you. I’d best be on my—”




  “Reece, my boy, so good to see you.”




  A gentleman’s voice boomed from behind her, causing her to jump. Camille whirled around and came face to face with Maggie Lafitte’s father. His familiar face instantly eased her nerves.




  “Why, Camille. I did not recognize you,” the elderly man stammered. Maggie was the sixth of seven children, which put him into his late fifties.




  “Mr. Lafitte.” Camille smiled prettily. “What a sight for my poor eyes.”




  “Why, my dear, whatever is the matter?” His brows furrowed with instant worry.




  Flipping open her fan, Camille began to wave it in her face as she had seen her MaMa do on several occasions. “I fear I have become separated from Aunt Marie.”




  “I see. Well, as a gentleman, it is my duty to see you safely to your door, mademoiselle.”




  At that point, Reece interceded. He cleared his throat, and two pairs of eyes turned to him. “Might I be allowed to help you, sir, escort this lovely lady to safety?”




  Mr. Lafitte smiled, instantly recognizing the young man’s interest in the girl. He secretly thought they would make an excellent match. “By all means, son, that would be most satisfactory.”




  * * * *




  Unfortunately, Aunt Marie was notoriously bad with directions, and though she had lived in New Orleans her entire life, she always managed to get lost. Thus, she took a left on Iberville Street instead of right and ended up on the riverfront. A bit put out, she bit her lip in worry and hailed a carriage. She would comb the Quarter for her niece, but not on foot.




  * * * *




  “Perhaps Mrs. Leonhardt has returned home,” Mr. Lafitte suggested.




  Camille bit her lip in consternation as she peered into the jewelry store. There was absolutely no sign of Aunt Marie. She worked the cross between her fingers and turned to the two men behind her.




  “Perhaps,” she smiled briefly, worry descending upon her. She had been rash in leaving her Aunt’s side. The poor woman must be having fits by now.




  Mr. Lafitte offered his arm. “To your home then?”




  Camille licked her lips. “I do believe I am parched, sir.”




  The old man nodded. “Yes, I believe a cup of tea would taste delightful. Reece?”




  “Yes, sir, I agree.”




  “Good. There is a place not far from here.”




  * * * *




  An awkward silence fell upon Reece and Camille as they sat at a small table outside of the Shop of Two Sisters. Mr. Lafitte had managed to acquire an on-the-spot invitation from Ms. Camors to partake of tea and cakes in the shop’s private courtyard. Then he had left for a spell to conduct a bit of business at the Louisiana State Bank several blocks away.




  Before leaving, though, he had arranged for Ms. Bertha Camors, one of the shop’s sisters, to chaperone Reece and Camille. Having known Ms. Camors for quite some time, he was more than confident in leaving the two in her hands.




  Camille concentrated on a street sign as she fought the urge to stare at Reece’s handsome face. She desperately wanted to gaze at him, but she did not want to be thought a silly girl.




  Reece watched her discomfort with mild amusement. “Ms. du Carte,” he said. “I would ask you a favor.”




  Her eyes flew to his face, and she caught her breath. She struggled to control her emotions. “Sir?”




  He pulled a jewelry box from within his coat and toyed with it. “I,” he hesitated. “Would you mind holding onto this for me? I fear bringing it on my ship with me.”




  He opened the box and placed it in front of her. Dark ruby earrings cast in filigree gold sparkled in the sunlight. The very ones she had so coveted not hours before. Camille’s heart jumped in her throat, and her eyes met his.




  “They were my mother’s. It seems a servant had stolen them, and I recently found them in Waldhorn’s shop.”




  “They’re beautiful,” she whispered.




  “They’re an heirloom, and I wish to surprise my mother. However, I am going to sea for several months, and as she lives in Baton Rouge, I will not soon see her.”




  Camille swallowed, as mischievous thoughts fluttered through her head. If she kept them for him, what harm would it cause if she wore them?




  “I’d be forever in your debt, ma chéri,” Reece whispered. He waited her reply anxiously. He had his ulterior motives as well. He breathed a sigh of relief as she nodded her consent. He smiled victoriously. He was sure to see her upon his return.




  Chapter 2




  Nervously, Camille placed the jewelry box on the counter of Waldhorn’s. It had been one week since she had met Reece, and she was beside herself. Somehow, during Maggie’s party, she had managed to break one of the earrings.




  “I need to know if you can fix these.”




  The clerk smiled at her. “I am sure we can.”




  Upon opening the box, the clerk’s face froze. He glanced briefly at Camille. “Will you excuse me for but a moment?”




  A few minutes later, Mr. Waldhorn emerged with the clerk in tow. Oddly, they placed themselves between Camille and the door. The owner’s face was red with anger.




  “’Tis true, then,” he murmured. “They do return to the scene.”




  Unsure of what he was implying, Camille nervously worked at the cross around her neck. She did not know what she would do if they could not fix the broken earring. Reece would be extremely upset with her.




  “Young lady, did you really believe you would get away with it?” Mr. Waldhorn asked.




  Camille’s brows furrowed. “Away with what, sir?”




  He blew air out of his nose in exasperation and placed his hands on his hips. “I am sorry to say, but your plan to slip these earrings back into the store has failed.”




  “Whatever are you talking about?” Camille asked incredulously. Then it began to sink in.




  Mr. Waldhorn grabbed her arm. “Henry, go get a policeman. I believe we have caught our jewelry thief.”




  * * * *




  Camille’s face was puffy and red from crying. Her thoughts were a chaotic mess. She had no idea life would turn so quickly on her. If she had that Reece Duponte in front of her, she would claw his eyes out.




  All of this was his fault. He had given her stolen jewelry, and since she had them in her possession, Mr. Waldhorn had pressed charges against her. She bit her lower lip to keep the tears at bay.




  The door to the sergeant’s office opened, and her father walked in. Camille jumped to her feet, but as she was handcuffed to the chair, she was unable to go to him.




  Mr. du Carte turned to the sergeant. “Are those really necessary? For God’s sake, she’s a bare slip of a girl.”




  The sergeant hurried to do the lawyer’s bidding. Seconds later, Camille was crying in her father’s arms. Wisely, he let the tears spill a bit before he spoke.




  “The jewelry store has no record of selling the earrings to anyone.”




  Camille sniffed and stepped back from him. She rubbed her wrists where the handcuffs had chafed her skin. “But, PaPa, I swear to you. I did not steal them.”




  His eyes narrowed. “Aunt Marie told me how much you had wanted them and that when she told you no, you ran off and were unaccountable for hours.”




  “But, PaPa, I was with Maggie’s father, Mr. Lafitte. I swear to you. I did not take them,” Camille moaned.




  Clay du Carte stared at her, seeing only his daughter instead of the criminal they insisted she was. He knew she was not a thief, but the stolen property had been in her possession. There was no denying that.




  “What did this Reece fellow look like, Miss?” the sergeant asked softly.




  Camille dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. “Well, his name was Reece Duponte, and he was at least a foot taller than I. He had dark hair, and his eyes,” she paused, remembering their beauty. She shook her head. He was the reason she was in this mess. She would do well to remember that instead of his handsome eyes.




  “His eyes were a violet-blue.”




  The sergeant looked confused. “Violent blue?”




  “Violet,” she repeated, but because her nose was so stopped up from crying, it sounded like violent. She had to spell it out for him.




  “And how old would you say he was?”




  “Twenty.”




  He jotted the information in his notes. “Do you know where he lives?”




  “Someplace in Baton Rouge, but he was going to sea for a month or two,” Camille said.




  “I don’t suppose you know the name of the ship?”




  Camille shook her head. She sighed as a weariness fell upon her. At her request, the sergeant brought some water.




  Her father sank into the chair beside her and took her hand. “Mr. Waldhorn has refused to drop the charges. I offered to pay for the earrings, but it did not make a difference.” He hesitated before continuing. “He also swears that you stole several other pieces that have been missing for several weeks.”




  Camille sat up straighter. “What? That’s preposterous.”




  He held up his hand for her to hear him out. “Be that as it may, he only has proof of the earrings. I spoke with Judge Calhoun, and you will only be charged with one account of larceny.”




  Camille’s mouth dropped as a cold ball of fear fell into her stomach. “I am to be charged?”




  Clay nodded solemnly. “I am afraid that it is so. However, the good news is that this case will not go to trial.”




  Her face brightened. “Then I may come home?”




  “For a time.”




  Camille’s brows drew together. “I don’t understand.”




  Clay grabbed her other hand. “The agreement between the Judge, Mr. Waldhorn and myself is that you serve six months at the Beauregard Plantation in order to avoid a trial.”




  Camille’s jaw dropped further. “I am to serve six months in jail? Can’t you just pay the little man the money for the damn earrings and be done with it?”




  Clay looked at her reproachfully for her choice of words before shaking his head. “As I said earlier, that is not possible.”




  He sat back in the chair and sighed. He pulled out a cigar, lit it and inhaled deeply. Then he slowly released the smoke from his lungs. Camille resisted the familiar urge to pull the nasty cigar out of his hands.




  “It seems that Mr. Waldhorn has recently been plagued with the disappearance of costume jewelry. At first, he decided not to worry about it as the loss was minimal. Then it became more frequent, and he became more concerned. He and his personnel made an extra effort to keep a watch out for the thief. Strangely enough, the items that were missing then began to turn up days later in the oddest places. It was also noted that there was of late an increase in the patronage of younger ladies, mostly in groups.”




  Camille’s brows furrowed as she recalled a curious conversation between two of her friends at Maggie’s birthday party. She had approached Emily and Belle from behind. Their frantic whispering had made her curious. Unfortunately, the only words she had caught were initiate and jewelry. The two had then ceased their discussion when they saw her.




  She shook her head free of the memory, tossing it aside like a used handkerchief. She decided not to mention it to her father as it was too vague to be pursued.




  Her father absentmindedly blew cigar smoke in her direction, and she waved it away in irritation. Too lost in his own thoughts to notice what he had done, Clay continued talking.




  “The Beauregard Plantation is north of Baton Rouge, near St. Francisville. You will be constantly chaperoned by Mrs. Beauregard for the time that you are there.”




  “What will I do there?” she asked in a small voice.




  “Well, with the slaves freed, Mr. Beauregard has arranged for the leasing of prisoners to work on the plantation. They are men who work in the fields. You will in no way be exposed to them. Your duties as the only woman convict—”




  “Convict?” Camille gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, mortified. Oh, dear God.




  Ignoring her outburst, Clay continued. “Your duties will confine you to the house. You will assist Mrs. Beauregard in whatever household task she may require of you.”




  Silence hung heavily as each struggled to grasp the impossibility of the situation. Camille bit her lower lip as tears sprang to her eyes. “I am ruined. No respectable man shall ever ask for my hand,” she whispered.




  Clay placed his arm around her and pulled her into a fatherly embrace. The road ahead of them would prove difficult indeed. He kissed the top of her head in reassurance.




  Chapter 3




  Camille drew the pillow closer, squirming around to find a comfortable position. Then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, willing her body to relax. For a brief second, there was nothing. No sound. No thoughts. She was lost within the darkness of her bedroom. She hesitated on the brink of sleep, ready to fall headlong into oblivion. Then, one image pulled her back from the edge: Reece’s face.




  Cold dread rushed through her body. She wiggled around once more, stretching out her legs. Camille couldn’t shake the feeling of fear that coursed through her. She pointed her toes as her body tensed in reaction to the fearful adrenaline running rampant. She forced herself to relax, but the horrible events of the day replayed in her head. No matter how much she tossed, they plagued her unmercifully until she jumped out of the bed in frustration.




  She pulled her peignoir off a nearby settee and threw it around herself. Then she quietly opened the French doors and stepped out onto her small, private balcony overlooking First Street. Her father had asked her several times not to sit on the balcony in her nightclothes, but she was finding out that certain childhood habits died hard. In order not to arouse his anger further, she quickly sat down, using the railing to hide her presence. Sighing, she looked up at the peaceful night sky, seeking its soothing arms.




  Damn that Reece, she thought for the thousandth time. If I ever see him again, I swear I will scratch those handsome eyes out.




  Tears sprang to her eyes, but she held them in check. She was tired of crying. She was sure that her face would stay red and puffy the rest of her life if she did not stop. Camille angrily swiped away the single drop that had leaked out.




  Sighing, she tried to concentrate on something else, which led to the remembrance of her friends’ conversation. The words jewelry and initiate rang warning bells in her head.




  Could they possibly be involved in what Mr. Waldhorn had described to Father? If so, for what purpose? Is there some sort of secret society I am not party to? Thankfully not party to.




  Camille closed her eyes and leaned her head back. At this moment, she wanted nothing but the sleep that eluded her. Her body, however, was too tense to let her relax. Thoughts of what was to come at the plantation nagged at her brain. What will they require me to do?




  She supposed that she would be required to do menial housework. Well, if they expect me to balk at the idea, they have another thing coming. She decided then that no matter what Mrs. Beauregard asked of her, she would do it to the best of her ability. That would show them what kind of person she truly was, and despite what Mr. Waldhorn thought, Camille knew that she was not a thief. The truth would eventually seep through. She felt confident of it. In the meantime, she would just have to take it one day at a time.




  At long last, weariness climbed over her and claimed the adrenaline rush she had been suffering. Her eyes drooped, and she fell asleep curled up in a ball on the balcony.




  * * * *




  With the coming of dawn came also the noise of a city wakening. Camille’s eyes flew open with a start, instantly realizing she was still on the balcony. On hands and knees, she backed up into her bedroom and right into a set of legs. Startled, she looked up into reproachful eyes.




  “MaMa,” she whispered.




  “Camille, you know that your PaPa does not want you out there in your nightclothes. How often must we have this discussion?” the brunette said with a sigh.




  Chagrined, Camille scrambled to her feet. She sidestepped around her MaMa and went to wash her face in the nearby basin, hoping that activity would help change the topic of discussion. However, when she faced the room again, Camille knew she was in for a long talk. Her MaMa was sitting upon the settee.




  The quiet room was charged with nervous energy. Her MaMa studied her own hands for a long time before finally finding the words. “Your situation has placed a great deal of strain upon this family, Camille.”




  Tears immediately sprang to her eyes, and Camille bit her lip to keep them from spilling. She threw her chin out and waited for the undeserved lecture she was about to receive.




  “We are as yet undecided on a course of action upon your return. There are several options.” At this, her MaMa paused. “Your reputation has been ruined.”




  For the first time, a bitterness of her mother’s elite society rose up in Camille, and she looked upon its inmates with a different light. It was no longer just mere gossip to titter about. Now, it was high gossip about her that would only become more scandalous upon her return from her ‘term of service’. The full realization that life-changing consequences would result from this unfortunate event crashed down upon her young shoulders. She sank to the floor as her legs became weak.




  “I thought it best that you know that one of the possibilities is boarding school,” her MaMa continued. Camille waved her hand as if in dismissal of the idea. “But that is just one of many.”




  “What of Mr. Lafitte? Did PaPa have a chance to speak with him?”




  Her mother’s eyes grew colder. “Yes, he did, and Mr. Lafitte confirmed that Reece Duponte was a business associate of his. However, he has no knowledge of Reece’s family, only that they live somewhere around Baton Rouge. He also did not remember Reece giving you the earrings.”




  Camille frowned. “Of course not. He was at the bank. We were waiting for him in the courtyard of The Shop of Two Sisters.”




  Her mother sat forward with sudden anticipation. “Then Ms. Camors was in attendance?”




  Camille nodded. “She was, but she had gone inside to help with customers for a brief period. It was then that Reece gave me the earrings.”




  Dejected, she sat back in the chair and stared at the ceiling. “Then she will be no help at all.”




  After a moment of silence, her MaMa stood. “The seamstress will be here shortly to measure you for your wardrobe.”




  Camille quickly rose to her feet and forced herself to approach her socialite MaMa. Gray eyes looked pleadingly into blue ones, and as the wall between them crashed, they embraced in a hug that seemed to last forever.




  “I love you, Camille, and I will do all that is in my power to help you,” her MaMa whispered painfully.




  “I love you, too, MaMa.”




  * * * *




  Camille frowned at the officer blocking her path to the outside world. He looked very formidable in his refusal to let her out, and no amount of flirtation pierced the armor he wore. Frustrated, she slammed the door in his face, gaining some satisfaction from her momentary act of defiance. Then she threw her hat at the door and huffed back upstairs to her bedroom. The second door slamming brought her even more satisfaction, and the child in her rose to the surface. She opened her bedroom door and slammed it several times in an effort to relieve her pent-up aggravation.




  As her rage grew out of control, Camille grabbed a nearby clock, pulled open the doors and dropped it over the side of her balcony. The startled guard hurried out into the street and looked up. When he realized it was her, his face darkened, and he disappeared into the house.




  The blood drained from her face as she realized what a rash act that had been, and she turned to lock her bedroom door before the officer could come in. The sight of her father stopped her in her tracks.




  “PaPa.” The word stuck in her throat.




  “Camille, may I ask what the devil has gotten in to you?”




  She forced her eyes to the floor in an effort to remain calm as the so-called-devil rose once more to the surface. “All I wanted was to take a walk.”




  The officer appeared in the doorway. “Is there anything I can do?”




  She glared at him. “He would not let me leave.”




  Clay looked from her to the police officer and then back at his daughter. “He is doing his job, Camille. You are under house arrest, which means you cannot leave on your own.”




  She crossed her arms, and her mouth became a grim line. “Fine.”




  The room became permeated with her anger. The two men decided a hasty retreat was in order, and the door closed quietly behind them. Camille paced the room and ended up once more on the balcony.




  She had not understood until then how much her life had become the property of others. She no longer had the privilege that freedom entailed. The walls of her prison had begun the moment she had left the police station. She just had not felt them touch her shoulders until now.




  Gloomily, Camille leaned on the rail of her balcony, watching the people as they meandered by. She had planned to make a call on Maggie Lafitte to see if her younger friend knew anything about the conversation Camille had overheard. It’s probably just as well. Maggie probably would have shunned me anyway.




  A weight settled in her heart, and her mind went to the source of her problem: violet-blue eyes. For the thousandth time, she went over the conversations she had with Reece but nothing came to mind. She could not remember if he had even mentioned the name of the ship he was supposedly working on.




  She grunted in agitation and pushed away from the rail. The piano downstairs called to her as it always did when she was in the midst of a problem. Camille knew everything would melt away while she played, and she hurried to seek temporary relief from her tumultuous thoughts.




  * * * *




  A soft tapping caused Camille to pause in her reading. Sighing, she opened the bedroom door to find her MaMa.




  “You have a guest awaiting you in the parlor.” She paused. “Maggie Lafitte.”




  Camille’s eyes lit up, and she hurried past her MaMa. Thank God, she thought as she ran down the stairs. Finally, someone to talk to.




  Hesitating before the closed parlor doors, Camille took a deep breath and then entered. Her best friend was already indulging in tea and cakes, and Camille poured herself some tea, forcing her hands not to shake. When she finally looked at Maggie’s pale face, she noticed the girl was close to tears.




  “Don’t,” Camille warned. “For if you get me going, I fear I shall never stop.”




  “Oh, Camie, I cannot believe this has happened,” Maggie moaned softly. An uncomfortable silence quickly fell upon the two. “How long will you be gone?”




  “Six months.”




  “Oh, my,” Maggie whispered. She grabbed Camille’s hand and tried to smile. “I shall see to it that not a soul will tempt Brent’s heart.”




  A little guiltily, Camille realized with a start that she had not once thought of Brent Lafourche. She also took note that he had not called since her unfortunate situation. Camille smiled weakly and simply nodded at Maggie. She had a feeling she had seen the last of that one.




  “Camie, there’s something I must confess.”




  As Camille threw her a curious look, the doors to the parlor swung open, conveniently stopping their intimate discussion. Emily St. Amande filled the doorway with the imposing stature of a dominant queen. Her eyes locked on Maggie’s face with a warning while her words were directed at Camille.




  “Dear Camie, I came as soon as I heard.”




  Camille stood as the red-head rushed to her side. She graciously accepted the offered hug, but she doubted the sincerity of her newest guest. After offering tea and cakes, the trio was drawn into a conversation dominated by Emily. The rest of the afternoon became wasted on questions and gossip. Maggie’s confession was put on the back burner indefinitely as Emily insisted she accompany her home.




  Disappointed, Camille watched them from the window as they hurried out of sight. She had a nagging suspicion that Maggie was about to divulge information in regards to the overheard conversation. Unfortunately, as she was leaving in the morning, it would be six months before she saw her best friend again.




  Chapter 4




  July 1, 1889




  Camille’s stomach was twisted up in knots. She stood beside her father as her one and only trunk was loaded onto the carriage. Her shoulders drooped, and the corners of her mouth were turned down.




  She was being punished for a crime she hadn’t committed. She felt like a trapped animal. The thought of running away had crossed her mind several times over the past week, but with two policemen dogging her every step, there had been no opportunity. Not that she would have run away. Deep down, she was the type to stare her problems in the face, not run and hide.




  Swallowing over the lump in her throat, Camille turned to look at her home one more time. It was very early in the morning, about four thirty, and the sun had hours yet to rise. Clay had thought it prudent to have this exchange happen as early as possible in order to prevent neighborly curiosity. As such, all Camille could see of the house was darkened shadows.




  She sighed, thinking of her mother. They had exchanged farewells inside, both with stiff upper lips. That stubborn du Carte pride, she thought wistfully.




  The sergeant looked at the sky before indicating it was time to go. Camille kissed her father on his cheek before throwing her arms around him in a childlike manner.




  “I am so sorry, PaPa,” she whispered.




  Clay rubbed her back gently. “Shhh. I will have the docks watched, ma chéri. If that man returns, I will do everything in my power to set things right.” He held her at arms length. “I believe you, Camille.”




  Clay helped his youngest daughter into the coach and then turned to the matronly woman beside him. Her features were set in a hardened fashion, and he knew it was her winning personality that had kept her a spinster for fifty some odd years. However, he knew she would provide adequate chaperoning for the trip to Beauregard Plantation.




  “Ms. Ridgemont, thank you again for accompanying Camille.”




  “You are quite welcome, Monsieur du Carte,” she replied, allowing him to assist her into the coach. Any other man, she would have slapped his hand away, but she had a huge amount of respect for Clay du Carte and so let him aid her portly ascent. After Sergeant O’Connell and his two officers got into the coach, they began their journey.




  * * * *




  Nervously, Camille smoothed out the wrinkles of her gray dress. Her trunk was filled with similar gray dresses, which had been made specifically for her ‘term of service.’




  Gray, gray, gray, she thought as depression got the best of her.




  “Won’t be long now, Miss,” Sergeant O’Connell said. “Beauregard’s just up the road a bit.”




  He smiled encouragingly, not liking the paleness of her skin. He felt sorry for the lass, but there was nothing he could do. ’Twas a pity Mr. Waldhorn had made such a fuss over a pair of earrings.




  A little embarrassed, he pulled out the handcuffs. He cleared his throat. “Um, I’ll be needing to put these on ya now, Miss. ’Tis customary for the prisoner to be wearing them.”




  Camille’s eyes grew wide at the word prisoner. Reluctantly, she forced her hands out in front of her. She turned her head and closed her eyes as the heavy things were locked about her dainty wrists.




  Damn. Those bruises had just begun to fade.




  The carriage rolled to a stop, and the sergeant helped Ms. Ridgemont and Camille out. Her mouth fell as she realized with a start that she had been delivered to the servants’ door. Her pride pummeled even further, and her chin sunk a little closer to her chest. The ultimate disgrace. Camille was accustomed to being received at the front door. She had never stopped to consider just how low this Reece fellow had caused her to sink. Her eyes narrowed as her heart overflowed with hate.




  A young, dark-skinned maid answered the door and immediately stepped aside to let them enter. The little group moved into the food preparation room. Since the actual kitchen was completely separate from the house, the servants used this area to ready the meal for serving. It also served as a gathering area for the servants when they weren’t busy.




  As the maid went to fetch Mrs. Beauregard, Camille looked around in curiosity. This was to be her home for six months. She envisioned hours slaving away at some menial house chore or another. She threw up her chin, determined not to let the situation get the best of her.




  “So this is our little jewelry thief?”




  All eyes focused on the matronly figure in the doorway. Mrs. Beauregard was a foot taller than Camille. Her black hair had touches of gray scattered throughout, and her blue eyes calmly assessed the young girl before her.
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