

  

    

  




  Author’s Note




  Jane Digby, grand-daughter of the first Earl of Leicester, is one of the most fascinating women in history.




  For descriptions of her exploits in search of love I am deeply indebted to her biography in Lesley Blanch’s delightful book The Wilder Shores of Love and E. M. Oddie’s Portrait of Ianthe.




  The details of Bedouin life are all from diaries of the period written by Lady Ann Blunt and J. L. Burckhardt.




  Jane Digby El Mezrab died when she was seventy-four, still beautiful and still deeply in love with her Sheikh.




  Sir Richard Burton translated his celebrated and successful The Arabian Nights after he was tragically forced to leave Damascus by the Foreign Office, who never appreciated his brilliant qualities.




   




  All other life is living death,




  a world where none but phantoms dwell.




  A breath, a wind, a sound, a voice,




  a tinkling of the camel-bell –




  Chapter One


  1870




  “Oh, no, Papa! I could not possibly marry Lord Bantham!”




  Vita spoke decisively but her father, General Sir George Ashford, replied,




  “I daresay his proposal has come as a surprise to you, Vita, but I assure you that your mother and I consider him to be a most suitable husband.




  “But he is old, Papa! He is your friend! I never thought he was even interested in me.”




  “Bantham has a dignity and reserve that is very much lacking in many of the young men of today,” the General replied loftily. “In modern parlance he does not wear his heart on his sleeve. And what is more he loves you and wants you as his wife.”




  “It’s quite ridiculous! He is far too old!”




  Even as Vita spoke she realised that she had made a mistake – for her father had been forty-five when she was born and Lord Bantham was only just forty.




  At the same time the idea genuinely appalled her.




  She had every intention of getting married sometime and there were already a number of attractive men who had laid their hearts at her feet.




  The fact that most of them had been dismissed by her father as fortune-hunters did not perturb her.




  At eighteen she told herself, as she refused suitor after suitor, there was plenty of time.




  It was not surprising that she was in no hurry to be married, for Vita was so beautiful that she turned the head of almost every man she came into contact with.




  Her features were perfect in her small face, her red-gold hair waved round an oval forehead and her deep-blue eyes with their long dark lashes looked violet when she was angry or upset. Her skin was very white with a wild-rose flush on the cheeks.




  But what men found even more alluring was the fact that she was so radiantly animated that it was difficult to be in her company for more than a few minutes without being fascinated and entranced.




  No name could have been more appropriate than the one that had been given her by her father at her birth.




  He had expected a boy, for like all English fathers he was confident that his first child would be a son and heir.




  But Lady Ashford had nearly lost her life in bringing Vita into the world and in fact at one moment the doctor informed Sir George that it might be impossible to save either the child or her mother.




  When finally the General looked down at his daughter, half-suffocated and an ugly colour because of it, it was with an expression of relief because not only the baby but also her mother was alive.




  “A girl, Sir George!” the doctor had said in an over hearty voice, well aware that the doctor was usually blamed when the expected heir was not forthcoming.




  “So I see!” the General had remarked dryly.




  “I wonder what you will call her?” the doctor asked. “‘She was certainly determined to live although the odds were against her.”




  “Then she must obviously be named Vita!” the General replied with a flash of the wit he was famous for in his Clubs.




  He and his wife had already chosen a number of family names for the expected son.




  The fact that the baby was a girl had taken them by surprise and, when Lady Ashford was strong enough, she protested volubly against her husband’s choice.




  But with that streak of determination that was to carry him to high rank in the Army, he had persisted in saying she was already named!




  By the time the Christening came Lady Ashford had added Hermione, Alice and Helena to her daughter’s name, but Vita was the first.




  Vita she remained and every year the name became her better.




  Standing in the drawing room of the Ashfords’ house in Leicestershire, Vita looked exceedingly lovely despite the fact that her eyes were stormy as they were raised to her father’s face.




  He had spoilt her all her life, but she was well aware of his obstinacy, which she often found echoed in herself. She knew now that he had made up his mind that she should marry Lord Bantham and it was going to be very difficult not to obey him.




  In most things, as her mother had said often enough, Vita could twist her father round her little finger, but at times, especially when he had convinced himself that it was for her own good, he could be surprisingly determined.




  She could not imagine how she had not realised sooner that Lord Bantham was interested in her.




  She supposed that it was because he was so obviously her father’s friend that she had not noticed the usual signs by which she sensed a man was about to declare himself, long before he did so.




  She did not have to listen to what her father was saying now to know that Lord Bantham was a matrimonial catch.




  In the Society in which the Ashfords moved an unmarried girl was a source of endless speculation and manoeuvring until she was safely embarked on the matrimonial sea.




  The fact that she was not only beautiful but also rich had given Vita a very good idea of her own worth long before she left the schoolroom.




  It was doubtful if she had ever been really secluded in her schoolroom and isolated from the Social world.




  As she was a superb rider, she had been allowed to hunt since she was eight and, because she was dashing, impetuous and completely without fear, she was the pet of the very smart and exclusive hunts that were to be found in Leicestershire.




  Her father had always been an outstanding horseman and it amused him in the absence of a son to take his small daughter out hunting with him and to find at the end of the day that she was ‘in at the kill’.




  One freedom led to another and by the time she was fifteen Vita was more sophisticated and more self-assured than any of her contemporaries.




  Because she had a child-like appearance with her small boned figure, her wide-apart eyes and her tiny aquiline nose, she was flattered, cosseted and spoilt by everyone she came into contact with.




  It was only when at seventeen she was officially ‘out’ that the women looked at her askance, realising that they had little chance when it came to competing with anyone so exquisite.




  Vita was far too intelligent not to realise that her father and her mother were extremely nervous about the men who pursued her.




  They were determined that she should marry a man they both approved of and who they felt would protect her from the many dangers that must await anyone so beautiful.




  That they should have finally chosen Lord Bantham appalled her, while at the same time she was honest enough to admit there were some good reasons for their decision.




  Lord Bantham was one of the richest men in England and he was also very distinguished.




  He was not to be found amongst the gossiping Social sets whose extravagance and frivolity were said to shock Her Majesty the Queen deeply.




  He was a pillar of the House of Lords.




  And owing to his knowledge of country life he had been offered, and had accepted, the Presidency of almost every committee, association and organisation concerned with the preservation of rural England, and his houses and estates were without parallel in the whole length and breadth of the land.




  As a matrimonial parti there was in fact no one to equal him, but as a man –




  Vita shuddered.




  She looked again at the firm line of her father’s chin.




  Sir George had been arrestingly good-looking when he was young and even now he was an exceedingly handsome man.




  She glanced at her mother and saw the apprehensive and apologetic expression on her face, which told Vita all too clearly that her mother would support her husband’s decision and she would receive no help there.




  ‘I have to be clever about this,’ she told herself.




  “Bantham will give you everything that you will ever need in life,” her father was saying. “You will be one of the foremost hostesses in London, as he has always wanted someone to entertain for him politically. Apart from that his racing stud is unparalleled!”




  This was something that he knew would appeal to his daughter.




  The General had a few horses in training, but he concentrated mostly on hunters to carry him and Vita during the winter season.




  That was not to say that he did not enjoy racing. Vita had often accompanied him to Newmarket and to Epsom, and last year, when she was officially ‘out’, she had attended Ascot in the Royal Enclosure,




  There had been no doubt that on the green lawns, thronged by the cream of Society, she had attracted nearly as much attention as the horses themselves.




  Lord Bantham had won the Gold Cup and the General, having backed the winner heavily, had been delighted.




  They had gone to congratulate Lord Bantham, and in retrospect Vita could remember that he had held her hand longer than was strictly necessary.




  But all men did that when they had the chance, and all men, looking into her eyes, found themselves lost for words or even stammered a little.




  Lord Bantham had not done that.




  In fact Vita was unable to recall anything except that he had seemed rather duller than usual.




  There were many of her father’s friends who were raffish, gay and amusing. They flirted with her ardently, teased her with a glint in their eyes and flattered her outrageously.




  But Lord Bantham had merely looked at her and she had been far too busy with those who were more eloquent even to notice him.




  “The Bantham diamonds are magnificent!” Lady Ashford said suddenly. “I remember seeing his Lordship’s mother wearing them at one of the Court balls. She seemed to be literally covered in diamonds! They even excelled those worn by the Queen herself!”




  “Vita does not need many jewels at the moment,” the General said, “but, of course, as she grows older she will find they are a great adjunct to a woman’s beauty.”




  They were pressing her, Vita thought, pushing her into a corner from where she would find it difficult to escape.




  With difficulty she forced a beguiling smile to her lips.




  “You have taken me by surprise, Papa!” she said. “You must let me think about it further. There is so much I want you to tell me – so much to explain.”




  She knew that this was an appeal her father would find irresistible and immediately the determined look on his face gave way to one of tenderness.




  He put his arm round her shoulders and pulled her against him.




  “You know, my dearest,” he said, “all I want is your happiness and for you to take your rightful place in the Social world.”




  He looked towards his wife before he continued,




  “We are getting old, your mother and I, and it worries us in case we should die and leave you alone and unprotected.”




  He gave a little sigh.




  “Apart from anything else you are a very rich young woman. I often wish your Godmother had not been so generous!”




  “So no one could accuse Lord Bantham of being a fortune-hunter!” Lady Ashford added.




  She had a manner of stating the obvious, which her husband often found irritating.




  Now he did not reply, but bent to kiss his daughter’s forehead.




  “As you suggest, Vita, we will talk about it later.”




  “Thank you, Papa.”




  Vita stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek and then with a smile at her mother, she ran from the room with an ethereal grace that made it hard for anyone to realise that she was in fact grown up.




  She went upstairs to her bedroom and closing the door stood for a moment staring ahead of her, her eyes violet and stormy, her lips pressed together.




  How could this have happened?




  How could it have been sprung upon her out of the blue so that she was as unprepared as if an anarchist’s bomb had exploded at her feet?




  “I will not marry him! I will not!” she cried.




  Without meaning to she spoke aloud, so that her voice seemed to come back at her from the four walls.




  She moved towards the mantelpiece to drag at the bell-pull so violently that within a few seconds a maid came running, an anxious expression on her face.




  “What be the matter, Miss Vita?”




  “My riding clothes – quickly! And order a horse – no, I will go to the stables myself! Just help me change!”




  The maid unfastened her dress at the back.




  “Where is Martha?” Vita asked.




  “Downstairs, ’aving a cup of tea, miss. She wouldn’t ’ave expected that you’d ’ave wished to change so early.




  “I am aware of that!”




  She had a sudden longing for Martha, who had been her Nanny since she was a child and who she always turned to in time of trouble.




  But Martha was set in her ways and this was the hour when she had her cup of tea in the housekeeper’s room.




  There would be no hurrying her back to duty until the last drop was finished.




  Emily, who waited on Vita and for that matter on Martha also, helped her young mistress into a riding habit of dark green velvet that accentuated the beauty of her skin and brought out the red lights in her gold hair.




  Impatiently, hardly looking at herself in the mirror, Vita put her high-crowned hat with its soft gauze veil on her head and, picking up her whip and riding gloves, hurried from the bedroom down the back stairs so that she would avoid encountering her father.




  If she did meet him, it was quite likely that the General would wish to accompany her and insist on her waiting until he was ready to do so.




  He did not like her to go riding alone, which Vita was well aware of.




  But, having reached the stables and ordered one of her favourite horses to be saddled, she refused the suggestion that a groom should accompany her.




  “I am only going in the Park for a little exercise.




  “If you asks me, miss, you’re a-missin’ the exercise you takes on an ’ard day’s ’unting!” the Head Groom said with the jovial familiarity of an old retainer.




  “I am indeed, Headlam!” Vita agreed. “And that is why I must not become lazy nor must the horses.”




  “I’ll see to that, miss,” Headlam said with a grin.




  He helped Vita into the saddle and watched her appreciatively as she rode off, managing the skittish over-fresh stallion with a skill that made him say to himself as he had said thousands of times before,




  ‘Aye, she be a chip off the old block!’




  Away from the stables and on the soft grass of the Park, Vita gave her horse its head.




  After galloping at a speed that brought the colour to her cheeks and allowed several golden curls to flutter round her forehead, she turned her horse in the direction of a long low house that lay sheltered by some trees in the centre of her father’s estate.




  She rode towards it, but, before she reached the gate, a man came riding from it and when they met there was no mistaking the gladness and admiration in his eyes.




  “I was looking out for you,” he said, “but I did not expect you so early.”




  “I meant to come after luncheon,” Vita said, “but something has happened and I had to see you!”




  There was a note in her voice that made him glance at her sharply.




  He was a nice-looking young man, slim and wiry and he was clearly a gentleman by birth. But he had neither the polish nor the elegance of the men who clustered around Vita in Mayfair drawing rooms or who partnered her at the balls where she was invariably the belle.




  Charles Fenton was in fact the son of the agent.




  His father had served with Sir George and, when they had both left the Army, the General had asked Major Fenton, a valued member of his staff, to look after his estate.




  It was something he had never regretted, for Major Fenton was an excellent manager and had made it his life’s work to improve the Ashford properties.




  It was inevitable that Vita would come in contact with Charles and that he would fall in love with her.




  She accepted it as a matter of course but, while she was fond of Charles, she did not treat him seriously as an admirer for the simple reason that she knew that in the circumstances he could never be a suitor for her hand.




  The difference in their positions and the fact that Vita was an heiress in her own right made it impossible for him even to contemplate the idea of her becoming his wife.




  But, because he was grateful for the crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table, Charles thought himself honoured and privileged to be her friend,




  “What has happened?” he asked now.




  “Papa wants me to marry Lord Bantham!”




  “Lord Bantham?” Charles ejaculated. “But he is old – old enough to be your father!”




  “I know that. They are thinking of making me safe, of shutting me up in a cage – a prison!”




  Vita spoke violently.




  “What are you going to do?” Charles enquired. “Have you told your father that you have no wish to marry anyone so old or so dull?”




  “I started to say so,” Vita replied, “but then I realised that Papa had made up his mind. You know what he is like when he gets obstinate.”




  Charles Fenton nodded.




  They were walking their horses side by side and his eyes were on Vita’s lovely face.




  “You could not marry a man unless you loved him,” he said and there was a depth in his voice that she did not miss.




  “No, but what can I say to Papa?”




  “Can you not plead with him?” Charles asked, thinking how hard it would be for anyone to resist Vita if she pleaded or begged a favour.




  She was silent for a moment and she then said,




  “I am only eighteen. Even if Papa does not physically propel me to the altar, he could make it extremely difficult for me if I refuse to do as he wishes.”




  “How?” Charles enquired.




  “Last year, when Papa was annoyed about a certain, young man whom he forbade in the house, I refused at first to agree not to see him again.”




  “What happened?” Charles asked, conscious of a stab of jealousy that Vita should have wished to see any man, whoever he might be.




  “Papa threatened me!” Vita replied.




  She saw the expression on Charles’s face and laughed.




  “Not with violence!” she said. “Papa would never lay a finger on me. Neither he nor Mama even smacked me when I was a child. He had more subtle punishments.”




  “Such as what?” Charles asked.




  “For one thing, he said he would forbid me to ride unless I agreed to what he wanted.”




  Vita gave a sigh.




  “Can you imagine what I would suffer if I could not go near the horses, if the grooms were ordered to keep me out of the stables?”




  “It would be sheer cruelty!” Charles agreed hotly.




  “And there are other things Papa can do,” Vita continued. “He has the handling of my money. He could prevent me having any new gowns or going to London. He even threatened once to send me to stay with my great-aunt Edith who lives in Somerset!”




  “You must not go away!”




  “If I stay I shall have to do as Papa – wishes,” Vita said in a low voice, almost as if she spoke to herself.




  She drew in her breath.




  Then she said,




  “You know what it is, Charles? They think, because I look like Cousin Jane, I might behave like her and the result is they are ensuring that is exactly what I shall do!”




  “Cousin Jane?” Charles queried. “Which is she amongst your many relations?”




  “We have talked about her before,” Vita said impatiently, “Jane Digby. She has had four husbands and so many lovers that everyone has lost count of them! She is now married to an Arab Sheikh!”




  “Oh, Lady Ellenborough!” Charles Fenton exclaimed.




  “Lord Ellenborough was her first husband,” Vita said, “and, now I think of it, he was exactly like Lord Bantham! Important, rich, distinguished – and I have always been told that the Digbys hustled their daughter into marriage when she was seventeen simply because she was so beautiful. They were afraid for her and I am certain that Mama and Papa are afraid now.”




  She was silent for a moment and then she said,




  “I think it must have been William Steele, who made them decide I should get married.




  “Who is William Steele?” Charles asked and his voice was cold.




  “Oh, merely a rather attractive rake,” Vita replied lightly. “He is looking for an heiress, but, because he is so handsome and so elegant, it is fashionable for all the girls to pretend they are in love with him. It amused me to take him away from them, but I was never serious.”




  She paused.




  “But someone whispered poison about William into Papa’s ears and he made the most ridiculous fuss!”




  “And that is why he has decided you must marry Lord Bantham?” Charles asked. “Oh, Vita, if only you were not so lovely, so incredibly beautiful!”




  Vita gave him a smile that was calculated to make any young man’s reason turn upside down.




  “Thank you, Charles!” she said, “but at the moment it is more of a liability. How can I escape from Lord Bantham?”




  “You will have to think of something,” Charles said gloomily,




  “I know that,” Vita replied.




  Then she exclaimed with a note of anger in her voice,




  “How can they be so stupid, so absurd as to follow exactly the same pattern that brought Cousin Jane so much suffering and so much unhappiness?”




  Charles did not answer and she went on,




  “She ran away with Prince Felix Schwarzenberg because she loved him – but she never loved Lord Ellenborough and that was why her first marriage was – so unhappy.”




  “I think a woman would be unhappy with any man if she does not love him,” Charles remarked.




  “You tell that to Papa!” Vita exclaimed. “But you are right, Charles, it is what I have always thought myself and I have been determined, absolutely determined, not to marry a man unless I find him completely irresistible, unless I am sure that I cannot live without him!”




  “Could you not ask Lord Bantham to leave you alone?” Charles suggested.




  “Do you suppose that would do any good?” Vita asked scornfully, “He thinks he is doing me a favour. After all, he must have been pursued for years by women who wanted to wear the Bantham diamonds or to sit listening to his prosy speeches in the House of Lords!”




  “He has some fine horses!” Charles commented,




  “That is the only redeeming feature about him!” Vita exclaimed. “But I would be marrying him – not his horses!”




  She gave a deep sigh.




  “Do you suppose, if Cousin Jane had known what was going to happen in her life, she would have run away from home rather than marry Lord Ellenborough? Oh, dear, I wish I could ask her!”




  “Does she not live in Syria?” Charles asked.




  “She lives with her Arab Sheikh in the desert and they also have a house in Damascus,” Vita answered, “When Bevil Ashford, another cousin, was here a month ago he told me all about her.”




  “Is he not a diplomat?”




  “Yes, Bevil is spoken of as being ‘very promising’, according to the family. He has made his mark in Russia, in Norway and in Syria, which was where he met Cousin Jane.”




  “What did he say about her?”




  “He said she was beautiful. Still beautiful at sixty-two! She will be sixty-three this year!”




  “That is amazing when you think of the life she has lived.”




  “Perhaps love keeps her young.




  “She cannot still be in love at that age?” Charles exclaimed.




  “That shows how little you know!” Vita retorted. “Bevil said that she is really in love with her Sheikh, just as I gather that she was in love with two of her other husbands, with her two Royal lovers, both Kings, and with innumerable other men!”




  “You can hardly want to be like that!” Charles said in a shocked voice.




  “Cousin Jane has always been held up before me as an awful example!” Vita said. “The family talk of her with bated breath. In fact they talk of little else! News of Jane brings all my aunts, great-aunts, cousins, first cousins, second cousins and third cousins together like a flight of parrots. They sit there talking and talking, chewing over every scandal that Cousin Jane has ever been embroiled in.”




  Vita gave a gay laugh before she added,




  “The thing that makes them raving mad is the fact that she is still beautiful and still happy!”




  She looked at Charles and said,




  “You resent it too. Is it not extraordinary? Nobody can really bear it that a woman who has sinned is not in sackcloth and ashes, weeping her eyes out, so that they can be magnanimous and forgive her. But Cousin Jane does not want to be forgiven!”




  “How do you know?”




  “Well, she caused a tremendous commotion when she came to England thirteen years ago. The family gathered round her, but it was out of curiosity and not affection.”




  “Why did she come?”




  “I think she must have felt an urge to come back to where she belonged and then found, when she did, that ‘home is where the heart is’,” Vita replied. “And her heart is in Syria.”




  “It all sounds very strange to me.




  “I was too young to be taken to meet her,” Vita said wistfully. “She was fifty, but everyone who saw her had to admit that she looked beautiful and after she left they talked of nothing else.”




  She smiled.




  “As the years passed they used to say, ‘do be careful in front of the child’. But as I grew older I pieced Cousin Jane’s story together like a jigsaw puzzle. Now, helped by Bevil, I have learned a great deal more about her.”




  “I cannot think why you should be interested,” Charles said stiffly. “Your family is right, Vita. No normal woman would marry an Arab and want to live in the desert.”




  “I think it sounds very exciting!”




  “If you were there and saw it for yourself, you would find it sordid, uncomfortable and doubtless, at times, very dangerous!”




  “It is dangerous!” Vita said. “Bevil told me that. But it must be thrilling ruling over a Bedouin tribe and being free of the snobbish jealousies and Social strivings that exist in England.”




  She paused then added,




  “And not having to marry someone one dislikes – like Lord Bantham!”




  “You don’t have to marry him,” Charles said. “No one, not even your legal Guardian, can force you to say ‘I will’ when the moment comes in the marriage ceremony!”




  Vita’s eyes shone.




  “It would be amusing to wait until the Parson actually says, ‘Wilt thou take this man to thy lawful wedded husband?’ and then to say ‘no’!”




  “You could not cause such a commotion, a scandal in Church!” Charles exclaimed.




  “Could I not?” Vita asked, “I can do anything I want to do.”




  “But you must not want to,” he said with a caressing note in his voice. “You are too lovely, Vita, too perfect in every way, to have everyone speaking about you unkindly.”




  He paused and then said in a low voice,




  “You know all I want is for you to be happy. I would lay down my life if I thought it would help you, but I am powerless.”




  Vita smiled at him.




  “You are very kind, Charles, and you know how much I rely on you and trust you. You must help me – I cannot – do this.”




  “How can I help you?” Charles asked desperately.




  Vita did not answer and after a moment he said,




  “I cannot believe that you would consent to run away with me – but if you would, there is no need for me to tell you what it would mean to me.”




  “Dear Charles!” Vita said. “I don’t think that that would solve anything. They would catch up with us eventually and the only result would be that Papa would sack your father and then we would never be able to see each other again.”




  “Then how can I help you?” Charles asked despairingly.




  “It is a comfort for me to talk to you, to know that you are on my side. Everyone, as you know full well, will say, ‘your father knows best’. ‘You must do as your father wishes’. ‘How can a girl of eighteen know her own mind?’”
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