

  

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  I visited Provence at Easter 1990 and realised what an exquisitely beautiful part of France it is.




  The tiny villages perched upon craggy cliffs, the gaily coloured harbours with their fishing boats, the fantastic gorges with their thousand foot drops on either side in the cascading water left me breathless.




  I was also thrilled with the legends that are part of every town and village and are part of the ancient little Abbeys half hidden amidst trees and the magnificent Palaces once inhabited by Popes.




  There is a mystery about Provence that is difficult to put into words, but it remains with one long after one has left France and makes sure that, having once visited this fascinating and very different Province one is compelled to return.




   




  Chapter One 1878




  Celita packed the last of her books and then looked around the room to see if she had forgotten anything.




  It was quite a small room, but she had made it very comfortable while she had been at the Finishing School.




  In a way she was sad to leave it with all her books close at hand and the prizes she had won arranged on the mantelpiece.




  She walked to the window and looked out over the garden.




  It was most attractive with the spring flowers in bloom and the pale green leaves on the trees.




  The aristocratic Seminary for Young Ladies was just outside Paris.




  While Celita was there, she had never been allowed to see any of the festivities of Paris that were talked about by everyone in England. Instead she was taken to the museums, the picture galleries and the Churches.




  At the same time she was always conscious of the gaiety and frivolity of Paris in the air!




  One did not actually have to take part in it to feel it.




  ‘One day,’ she told herself, ‘when I am older, I would like to come back to Paris and enjoy the theatres and restaurants and all the other entertainments, which are apparently more amusing here than anywhere else in Europe.’




  Of course they were whispered about at the school!




  The other girls, a fair number of whom were French, had dashing and good-looking brothers.




  Even some of their fathers enjoyed what were very special amusements designed especially for men.




  Celita, however, had spent her time at school learning everything she could and she was well aware that her mother had made many sacrifices so that she could be properly educated.




  The Dowager Countess of Langdale had been left a widow two years ago and Celita had thought at the time that her mother would never recover from the loss of her husband.




  Yet because the Countess was a sensible, as well as a very beautiful woman, she had thought of her daughter.




  She had forced herself to lay aside her black and concentrate on Celita’s education.




  “I am afraid, darling,” she said, “now that Papa is dead we shall be very poor, as all the money, of course, goes to the new Earl. I shall not be able to give you a ball as we had wanted to do, but at least you will be able to share Judy’s.”




  “I understand that, Mama,” Celita had replied, “and you must not worry yourself about me. When I am a debutante, I shall be perfectly happy as long as I am able to ride Lord Waterforde’s horses and be with you here in our home.”




  It was in fact a very attractive house.




  Lord Waterforde, to whom it belonged, had begged the fourth Earl of Langdale to come and live on his estate. He had realised that Langdale Hall, the family home, had become too heavy a financial burden for him.




  The Hall was, in fact, not only extremely large and expensive to keep up but really not a very attractive house.




  The Earl and Countess had therefore been delighted with the small Elizabethan house that Lord Waterforde had offered them.




  They had been extremely happy there with Celita, their only child.




  A large part of their happiness derived from the fact that Lord Waterforde, who was very wealthy, owned a fine stable of horses.




  The Earl was an expert breeder as well as being one of the outstanding riders in the country.




  “I need your help,” Lord Waterforde had said. “Why do you go on killing yourself to keep that huge and uncomfortable pile open, when you know that it costs you every penny you possess?”




  This was sheer common sense and the Earl had therefore thankfully closed Langdale Hall and moved into Four Gables.




  ‘It will be lovely to be home with Mama,’ Celita was telling herself now.




  She was also seeing the sleek, well-bred and spirited horses that filled Lord Waterforde’s stables.




  She would race Judy on them over the flat land every morning before breakfast.




  As if thinking of Judy had conjured her up, the door burst open and Judy Forde came running in.




  “Celita! Celita!” she cried. “I have had a – letter from Papa. I cannot bear it – I – cannot.”




  There was no mistaking the distress and anguish in Judy’s voice.




  Celita turned quickly from the window to ask,




  “What has happened? What is wrong?”




  “It is Papa – we are – not to go – home tomorrow as planned – but to go and stay with the Duc de Sahran.”




  Celita stared at her friend.




  Judy was a very pretty girl.




  But now there were tears in her eyes and an expression of anguish on her face.




  It was very disturbing.




  “I cannot understand, dearest,” Celita said. “Come and sit down and explain to me all about it.”




  “I was always – afraid of – this,” Judy answered. “When we were at home last holidays, I was quite certain Papa was planning that I should marry someone – important just because – I will have so much money.”




  She paused before she went on tearfully,




  “You know – I want to – marry Clive – you know I – love him – Oh, Celita! What – shall I do?”




  Celita put her hand up to her forehead and then said quietly,




  “Start at the beginning, dearest. I cannot understand what you are saying and why we cannot go home tomorrow as planned.”




  “I know – I know!” Judy answered. “Sister Agnes was to – accompany us to Dover, where Papa – said he would – meet us.”




  Celita nodded, she knew all this.




  Lord Waterforde had always made extremely precise arrangements when they travelled.




  They were invariably accompanied by either a nun or a chaperone of some sort besides a Courier and when they were in England there was also a footman to attend to their luggage.




  It had been arranged last holidays that, when they left at the end of this term, the two girls would travel together as usual.




  It certainly made things very much easier for the Countess, and also, which was a serious consideration, it was much cheaper.




  “Leave everything to me,” Lord Waterforde would say.




  The Countess was very grateful to be able to do so.




  “What has your father written to you?” Celita enquired in a quiet voice.




  “He says,” Judy answered with a gulp, “that instead of going home we are to – go with Sister Agnes – and the Courier to – Arles.”




  “To Arles!” Celita exclaimed. “In Provence?”




  “Yes,” Judy answered. “That is where the Duc de Sahran lives.”




  “And we are to stay with him?” Celita enquired.




  She was trying to get the story straight.




  It all sounded incredible.




  To have everything changed at the very last minute was, to say the least of it, disturbing.




  “I do – not want to – meet the Duc,” Judy declared. “I know exactly – why Papa is – sending us there, and I – hate him – already. Do you hear, Celita? I hate him!”




  “How can you hate someone you have never met?” Celita objected. “Why do you hate him?”




  “Because Papa is planning that I should – marry him, and I don’t – want to be – married to a – Duc. I might have – guessed that is what he has been – trying to – concoct.”




  Celita looked at her friend enquiringly.




  Judy went on.




  “Last holidays Papa – talked to me about – my future and – he said, ‘I hope, dearest, you will marry someone with you will be very happy with. But you must understand that I want him to be someone of consequence.’




  “‘Why, Papa?’ I asked.




  “Papa replied, ‘you will be very rich, perhaps extremely rich, so I have no wish for you to be pursued by fortune-hunters and scrounging young men who have lost everything they possess at the card tables’.




  “I told him – I could understand that,” Judy said, “but also that I wanted to be – in love with the man I marry.”




  “And what did your father say to that?” Celita enquired.




  “He said, ‘Of course! Of course!’ It’s the way he speaks when he is brushing something I have said aside.”




  Judy looked up at Celita and her voice broke as she went on,




  “I wanted to – tell him then that I – love Clive, but – I knew it – would be a mistake. And – now, if I am – not – careful, I shall be – rushed up the aisle with this – Duc and perhaps – never see – Clive again.”




  Tears fell down her cheeks as she finished speaking and Celita put her arms round her.




  She knew only too well that her friend had been in love with Clive Cunningham for over a year.




  He was a charming and handsome young man who lived in Berkshire and they regularly met him when they were out riding.




  At first it had been by chance and then, because he had fallen in love with Judy, he turned up every morning.




  He also made many assignations to meet her in Celita’s home.




  He was quite obviously head-over-heels in love and Judy loved him.




  Celita had, however, been afraid that Lord Waterforde would not think him good enough for his daughter.




  His Lordship was very conscious of his huge fortune.




  Most of it he had made by using his own intelligence, investing in the right shares at the right time, besides, naturally, being in contact with the right people.




  Because he had no son and there was no heir to the title, Judy would inherit everything he possessed.




  Celita had often thought that Lord Waterforde would have set his sights on the Prince of Wales as a son-in-law if he was not already married.




  In fact Lord Waterforde would think nothing less than a Duke was good enough for Judy.




  But Celita had certainly not expected it would be a French Duke.




  Now she asked, whilst Judy cried on her shoulder,




  “What do you know about the Duc de Sahran?”




  “The girls here – have talked about – him,” Judy said after a moment’s hesitation. “He is always giving – parties in Paris, which their brothers go to, but no – real ladies are – invited.”




  For a moment Celita looked puzzled and Judy explained,




  “He entertains – the coquettes! The women who drive in the Bois de Boulogne covered in glittering jewels and whose – dogs have collars of – real diamonds and emeralds!”




  Celita laughed.




  “How ridiculous! I am sure that the dogs, if they are proper dogs, would not appreciate such collars.”




  “One of the women has her – poodles dyed the same colour as her dresses,” Judy murmured.




  Celita laughed again.




  “Well, if that’s the sort of woman the Duc likes, he will not be interested in you.”




  “He will be – interested in – my money,” Judy said, “so that he can – afford to buy – jewelled dog collars.”




  “I don’t believe it,” Celita exclaimed. “The whole thing is ridiculous! Your father cannot really expect you to marry such a silly man.”




  “But he does! I am sure that – he intends me to – marry – the Duc” Judy sobbed.




  “Then you must refuse him,” Celita suggested.




  Judy raised her head from her friend’s shoulder.




  “I shall not – be allowed to – do that,” she said, “I know now – why Papa – pointed out to me last holidays that – a father can choose the man his daughter – marries.”




  She gave another sob as she added,




  “I thought – Papa was being – funny and I said, ‘if you choose – the King of Siam – for me, I shall – run away’.”




  “What did your father say to that?”




  “He said, ‘I don’t want you to sit on the throne of Siam and I promise you, my dearest, that any husband I choose for you will be exactly the right man to look after you and protect you’.”




  “Well the Duc does not sound the sort of man your father was thinking of,” Celita observed.




  “But we have – to go and – stay with him at his château and I am quite – quite certain that when I am – there, I will – find myself – caught into an – engagement and then – there will be no escape.”




  As she finished speaking, Judy burst into more floods of tears.




  She put her handkerchief up to her eyes.




  Holding her in her arms, Celita was wondering what she could do.




  She had always suspected that Lord Waterforde, who was a great snob, would try to find someone very important for his only daughter to marry.




  But she had not expected him to do anything until Judy had ‘come out’ as a debutante.




  Then there would be the ball in London he had promised her and also, even more exciting, a grand ball in the country.




  Lord Waterforde had already talked it over with Lady Langdale and he knew that she would have as many people as possible to stay at Four Gables.




  He had also arranged with their other neighbours that every house would be packed with his guests.




  There were to be two orchestras, one of which was a gypsy band that had already become famous in London and at the end of the evening fireworks would be let off over the lake.




  “It will be thrilling, Mama, I know it will be thrilling,” Celita had enthused to her mother.




  “I am sure it will be, dearest,” the Countess agreed. “And I feel it will be your ball as much as Judy’s, since you do everything together.”




  “At least we shall have all our special friends there,” Celita had said, thinking of Clive Cunningham, “whilst in London Lord Waterforde will be entertaining people none of us know.”




  “That is true,” the Countess had remarked, “and I am making you a very special gown which you can wear at both balls.”




  Judy’s gowns were to come from the most expensive shop in Bond Street and Celita knew that her mother’s taste was impeccable and she had made all her gowns for her ever since she was a small child.




  She would be able to aspire to being ‘the belle of the ball’, while Judy would be the shining star of it.




  Now it seemed as if Lord Waterforde had changed his plans just because he wanted Judy to be a Duchess.




  Celita loved Judy and she was in fact exactly like a sister to her.




  She wondered desperately how she could help her.




  Finally she said aloud,




  “Now, listen, dearest, it’s no use looking on the black side of things until we are quite certain that your father intends this to happen and there is no hope of your being able to escape.”




  “I know it will happen,” Judy wailed. “I know Papa wants me to be a Duchess! He will never let me be just Mrs. Cunningham.”




  Clive Cunningham’s father was, in fact, the fifth Baronet of a most distinguished family.




  But Celita had to admit that hardly compared with the Duc of Sahran, and Clive, being only the second son, was not even heir to the Baronetcy.




  Now that she thought about him, she seemed to have heard that his château was outstanding.




  He had, someone had told her, many remarkable treasures, which had survived the French Revolution.




  At the same time she had not listened, as apparently Judy had, to the stories the other girls had to tell about him.




  There were fifty girls in the school, all coming from distinguished families in different parts of Europe and it was not surprising that there was a good deal of gossip.




  Inevitably as the girls grew older and it would be only a few months before they left school, they talked about the men they would meet.




  They were well aware which names were on their mother’s list of eligible bachelors.




  But the Countess had never made such a list.




  “I married your father,” she had told Celita, “because he fell in love with me and I with him. He was not the Earl in those days and I promise you that I was not the slightest bit influenced by thinking of how important he would be.”




  Her voice softened as she added,




  “I just loved him because he was the most handsome man I had ever seen.”




  “And he loved you, Mama, because you were so beautiful,” Celita had replied. “He told me once that you shone like a star at every party at which he met you and it was impossible for him to see any other woman.”




  For a moment the Countess’s eyes were misty and then she had continued,




  “I miss him desperately, darling, but now I have to think of you, hoping that you will find someone like Papa and know he is the right man for you and that you would never be happy with anyone else.”




  “That is exactly what I want,” Celita sighed.




  Looking at her daughter, the Countess knew a great number of men would fall in love with her.




  Not only was Celita very lovely, but her beauty was somehow different from most English girls.




  Her hair was very fair and her skin the traditional perfect pink and white.




  But she had something more.




  A personality that seemed to impress itself almost immediately on anyone who met her.




  It was difficult, the Countess thought, to put it into words, but Celita had a spiritual look that was missing in most young women, especially those who appeared in London Society.




  The Countess prayed very fervently that her daughter would know the same happiness that she had been granted and would never be disillusioned.




  “What are we – to do? What are we – to do?” Judy was asking now.




  “We will have to go and stay with the Duc as your father has arranged,” Celita answered. “But we must try to prevent him from proposing to you.”




  “Perhaps he will just fix it up – with Papa,” Judy moaned miserably.




  “I cannot believe that any man who was a man would do that,” Celita said. “It would be insulting if the Duc did not ask you to be his wife himself. In any case we cannot be certain that is what he does intend.”




  “He intends it all right” Judy insisted. “Papa implies it in his letter.”




  She looked down at it, where it was lying rather crumpled on her knee.




  “He says,




   




  ‘I have met the Duc on various Racecourses and found him a most interesting and intelligent young man. He is a good judge of horses, which I like in any man. I would enjoy helping him expand his stables, as he wishes to do?’




   




  “Why can he not expand them himself?” Judy asked as she finished reading.




  Celita knew the answer to that, but she did not say so aloud.




  The Duc obviously needed money and who had more money to spend than Lord Waterforde?




  “I am afraid,” she said, “we shall have to go to the château, dearest, but perhaps we need not stay long. Is your father coming out to meet us there?”




  “No, Papa says he cannot do that immediately. My Aunt Mabel, whom I have never liked, is to meet us as soon as we arrive. I am more than certain that she will be pushing me into the Duc’s arms.”




  Celita, who had met Judy’s aunt and found her an unattractive woman, thought this was most likely.




  Lady Hilton was the widow of a man who had been much older than she was.




  Since she was widowed, she had spent a great deal of time with her brother, seeking, Celita rather expected, another husband.




  As she was a rather tiresome and pushy woman, she had so far failed in her search.




  Celita could not help thinking that it was a pity that she would be at the château, for she was certain to upset Judy.




  “Try not to worry, dearest” she urged her friend. “It’s no use crying until you have to. I am quite certain that we can find some way out of this predicament.”




  “What way out can there possibly be?” Judy asked in a voice of gloom. “The Duc wants my money, Papa wants me to be a Duchess and – Aunt Mabel wants any crumbs that fall from a rich man’s table!”




  Celita laughed because she could not help it.




  “Now you are beginning to see the funny side of it,” she said, “and that is very sensible of you, dearest.”




  “I don’t think it’s at all funny,” Judy said. “I want to marry Clive, I love Clive and I am going to write and tell him so.”




  “He knows it already,” Celita said. “I am just wondering whether it would help if he told your father that he desperately wants to marry you.”




  “We advised him not to do so last holidays,” Judy reminded her. “We thought then it was too soon – and now it is too late.”




  “Nothing is too late until you are actually walking down the aisle with the Duc,” Celita declared. “What we have to do is somehow to find a way out and I have a feeling in my bones that we will manage it.”




  “Do you really feel that?” Judy asked in a serious tone. “Or are you just saying it to make me happier?”




  “I really do believe it,” Celita assured her. “I am certain I shall think of something before we reach the château, which will convince the Duc that he does not wish to marry you.”




  “Only one thing would convince him of that is to hear that Papa had lost all his money,” Judy said.




  “That would be a disaster anyway,” Celita replied. “Think how horrible it would be if he had to sell Waterforde Court and you could not have your ball.”




  “No, I shall have my ball,” Judy said miserably, “and Papa will arrange for my engagement to be announced on the same day. I know exactly how his mind works. He will think that would be an appropriate occasion.”




  “In that case we have a little time to make sure that he does nothing of the sort,” Celita said. “We have just got to pray for a miracle to happen to save you and somehow I am sure there will be one.”




  “Oh, I hope so,” Judy sighed. “I am frightened, so very frightened, that I shall lose Clive and find myself married to the Duc, far away from you and everyone else.”




  “I can understand you feeling like that,” Celita sighed, “but it does not help. You are yielding to your emotions at the moment and we must concentrate on our brains.”




  She raised her hand to her forehead as she added,




  “Think, Judy, think what we can do! That is the only way we can save you.”




  “I doubt it,” Judy answered.




  But she wiped her eyes.




  *




  The two girls set off for their journey by train.




  Sister Agnes and Judy’s lady’s maid were sitting on the small seats of the carriage facing the back of the train.




  There had been a great many ‘goodbyes’ to say.




  The Headmistress had made a speech at their supper last night.




  She had said how much she would miss both the Honourable Judy Forde and Lady Celita Dale when the next term started.




  “You have both been outstandingly good pupils,” she prattled on, “and I am very proud to have had you in my school. I shall look forward to hearing what happens to you now that you are going out into the world and I feel sure that the report will be one of happiness.”




  Every girl present knew what the Headmistress meant by that.




  It was that Celita and Judy would be married to distinguished and important gentlemen.
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