

  

	

	

	

  




Author’s Note


Dakar, which incredibly rapidly became the centre of French Colonial Society in the twentieth century, required a great deal of construction and public works to make the living conditions suitable for Europeans. 


From a handful of European merchants and Company employees in 1900, the white population of Dakar rose to two thousand five hundred in 1910.


The high ideals of France’s policy of colonisation and total assimilation in Senegal was helped by the increasing presence of European women.


There were over one thousand by 1926 and they all made a great impact on the domestic scene. There was a series of colonial handbooks dedicated to the problems of their activities and diversions. These included Care of African Children and Studies of Flora and Fauna. Evening dress was compulsory on most social occasions.


When I visited Dakar in 1979, I found it an impressive and beautiful City and a perfect holiday resort. 


President Leopold Sedar Senghor, whose encouragement of black culture and art has had a huge effect in raising the status of the natives, is France’s most famous modern Symbolist poet.




  Chapter One ~ 1899


Walking along the corridor, Kelda heard the sound of someone crying.


She paused, listened and realised that it came from the room of Yvette de Villon.


She stood still, controlling an impulse to knock on the door and ask what the matter was.


She well knew that it was not her job to interfere in any way with the older girls. Mrs. Gladwin had made that very clear when she had promoted her from being little more than servant doing all the odd jobs that nobody else would do to the position of Assistant Mistress.


“As you play the piano so well,” she had said in the hard voice in which she spoke to her inferiors, “you will supervise the practising of the younger girls and you will also sit in the classroom when they are doing their homework. That will relieve the proper Mistresses.”


She paused as if she was thinking what else she could pile on Kelda’s shoulders and then added,


“Of course, your duties as regards the laundry, the sewing and mending will continue as before but you can look on this as a promotion and you should be suitably grateful.”


“Thank you, madam,” Kelda said automatically.


Mrs. Gladwin’s eyes rested on her critically.


“I consider that gown to be too tight in the bodice. It is almost indecent.”


“I am afraid I have grown out of it,” Kelda replied apologetically.


“Then let it out!”


“I have done that already, madam.”


“Excuses, always excuses to spend money,” Mrs. Gladwin exclaimed. “You may go.”


Kelda had left the Headmistress’s study feeling vibrations of disapproval following her and it was with a sigh of relief that she reached the passage outside.


She realised that Mrs. Gladwin disliked her, although she found her useful and she had wondered why until one of the older girls enlightened her,


“Keep out of the dragon’s way, Kelda.” she had warned. “She is on the warpath and you know that she takes it out on you because you are so pretty.”


Kelda had been too surprised to reply, but that evening when she had at last been able to retire to the garret bedroom where she slept, she had looked into the small discoloured mirror that hung on the wall over the ancient chest of drawers.


‘Am I really pretty?’ she asked herself and knew that it really was the truth.


She had come to Mrs. Gladwin’s Seminary for Young Ladies when she was fifteen from the orphanage where she had lived for three years after her father and mother had been killed in an earthquake in Turkey.


Philip Lawrence had been an archaeologist and the National Geographical Society had sent him on a journey of exploration to Turkey. It was a considerable concession that they had allowed him because he had insisted on taking his wife with him.


There had been no question of the Society paying for anyone else, but somehow Philip Lawrence had scraped together the money to take his only child along as well.


It was nothing new for Kelda to accompany her father and mother on their travels and she had loved every moment of it.


When her father and mother had been killed, she had always bitterly regretted that on that particular day she had not been with them.


She had been very tired after a long expedition that they had just taken and they had left her behind in the cheap boarding house where they had stayed the night since she was still asleep when they departed they had not woken her.


Often she would cry not only because she had lost them but also because she had not said ‘goodbye’ to the two people she loved most and who comprised her whole world.


After that she had never really been able to find out who had decided that she should go to an orphanage on the outskirts of London.


She supposed that it was one of the Missionaries who had taken charge of her, but she had been suffering from shock and nothing had seemed real until she found herself a ‘charity child’ with some fifty orphans of varying ages, many of them having been in the orphanage since the moment they were born.


They had accepted it philosophically because they had never known anything else, but to Kelda who had been brought up with love and understanding, knowing the companionship of her dear father and the gentle sweetness of her mother and it had been like being plunged into the deepest hell with no chance of escape.


For three years she had suffered the almost intolerable humiliation of finding herself a nonentity, of being ordered about as if she had no feelings, of enduring bad food and little of it and having to sleep with a dozen other children in a ward where they shivered miserably in the winter and panted with heat in the summer.


It had been an inexpressible relief when at fifteen she was told that she must start to earn her own living and was sent to Mrs. Gladwin’s Seminary.


Here at least she heard cultured voices and ate what seemed good food even though the pupils often complained about it.


What was more important to Kelda than anything else was that she was now able to pick up her education once again from where, on entering the orphanage, she had been obliged to relinquish it.


Most of the children in the orphanage could neither read nor write and, while a voluntary teacher came in for three hours a day to teach them, there was no provision made for those who were more advanced or, like Kelda, extremely intelligent.


At the Seminary it was easy for her to take a lesson book up to her bedroom at night and, although she was often too tired to absorb all she wished, over the years she had gradually become almost as knowledgeable as her father would have wanted her to be.


The Mistresses were constantly changing, but one or two were kind enough to lend her books of their own and sometimes even to explain to her problems she did not understand.


There was a French mistress, an elderly woman who she carried secret cups of coffee to after she had retired to bed, until she reciprocated by talking to her in French.


“You have a natural Parisian accent, my child,” she said, “but you must practise your verbs. The English are always very lazy over their verbs.”


Kelda already spoke a certain amount of French, but she had been determined that she would be as fluent as her mother had been. 


She therefore waited on the Mademoiselle assiduously and was rewarded eventually by being told,


“Anyone who did not look at you would think that you were French. If they heard you speaking in the dark, they might easily be deceived.”


It was a nice compliment that Kelda, who had never received any before, treasured in her heart.


It had been a special delight to her when two years ago Yvette de Villon had come to the school.


She was French and she came, Kelda discovered, from a family that was well-known and respected in France.


Kelda was not supposed to make friends with any of the girls, but only to wait on them by pressing their gowns and mending anything that was beyond their own capabilities.


Kelda had managed by sheer persistence to ingratiate herself with the pretty French girl until Yvette confided in her and talked to her as an equal.


Even so she was afraid to presume too much on their association and she thought now that Yvette, who was often unpredictable, might resent it if she intruded on her grief. 


What, Kelda asked herself, could have made Yvette cry?


She was not like some of the other girls who wept if one of the Teachers was angry with them or who when they first arrived were desperately homesick.


Yvette was proud and in consequence had no particular ‘bosom friend’ in the school to whom she could turn in times of trouble, real or imaginary.


Her weeping, however, sounded so desperate that Kelda could bear it no longer.


She knocked gently on the door and after a moment’s silence Yvette’s voice, quavering and hesitating, asked,


“W-who – is it?”


Kelda then turned the handle and, because she did not wish to be overheard, replied in a whisper,


“It is me, Kelda.”


“Come in.”


Kelda slipped into the room.


It was very small, as were all the rooms in the Seminary, but it had a personal look about it because Yvette had so many pretty things of her own in it.


There was an expensive lace cover in the narrow bedstead and a frilly satin cushion on the only chair. The wardrobe door was open and Kelda could see a good profusion of gowns in bright colours all of which had come from expensive Paris dressmakers.


But the face that was turned up towards Kelda was very different from Yvette’s usually attractive one.


Her eyes were swollen, her small nose was red and tears were running down her cheeks.


“What is the matter?”


Kelda saw as she spoke that Yvette held a crumpled letter in one hand and the other one clutched a handkerchief sodden with tears.


“Has something happened to someone you love,” Kelda asked.


It was what she always suspected whenever she found that anybody was deeply unhappy, remembering how she had felt herself when her father and mother had died so suddenly and there had been nobody she could turn to for comfort.


“No – it is not – that,” Yvette stammered.


Kelda knelt down beside her.


“Tell me what has upset you,” she said. “Perhaps I can be of help.”


“Nobody can – help,” Yvette replied, her voice breaking. 


“Please, tell me,” Kelda begged.


“I have had a letter, a letter ‒ from my uncle.”


“And it has upset you?”


“I hate him! I have always hated him and now I have to go and live with him.”


Kelda remembered that like herself Yvette was an orphan. Nevertheless she had a great number of relations in France. Every holiday when she returned to Paris she had stayed with aunts and uncles who had impressive-sounding titles and romantic Châteaux on the Loire and Villas in the South.


Yvette returned to the school with stories of the exciting times she had had, how many parties she had attended and it seemed very strange now that she should be thrown into such despondency.


Aloud Kelda said,


“I did not know that you hated any of your relatives. Which uncle are you to stay with?”


“My English uncle,” Yvette answered. “He is horrible and if I live with him I shall never see France again – and all my friends.”


She burst into tears once again and Kelda rose to fetch her a fresh handkerchief from the chest of drawers.


She put it into Yvette’s hand and then, as the French girl mopped her eyes, she said,


“I had no idea that you had an English uncle. You have never spoken about him.”


“Why should I – tell you? I hate him, but my aunt married him.”


“And he lives in England?” Kelda asked. “Well, that will not be too bad. After all you have many friends who are English here at the school.”


“He does not live in England,” Yvette replied, “but in Senegal.”


It took Kelda a second or two to remember where Senegal was and then she thought that she must be mistaken.


“You cannot mean Senegal in West Africa?”


Yvette nodded.


“My uncle lives there because he dislikes Society. He is a recluse – an eccentric. Why should I have to live with someone like that?”


Her voice sounded desperate.


“Is there any – reason why you should – obey him?” Kelda asked her hesitatingly.


“Mama and Papa made him my Guardian a long time before they died,” Yvette replied.


She paused for a moment to mop her eyes before she went on,


“Aunt Ginette was alive then and, as she was Mama’s younger sister, I suppose that they thought that, if anything should happen to them, Aunt Ginette would take Mama’s place. But she is dead and that leaves Uncle Maximus whom I have always hated and who I am sure hates me.”


“If that is true, why would he want you to go and live with him?” Kelda then asked her practically.


“I expect he wants to imprison me in Africa where I can never see anybody I am fond of and have no parties or enjoy anything that will amuse me and I will then just become old and embittered as he is.”


“How do you know he is like that?” Kelda asked.


“I saw him five years ago,” Yvette answered, “and some of my other relatives have seen him since and they say that he has grown even worse than he was then.”


Kelda could think of no reply to this and after a moment Yvette went on,


“There is some mystery about him which makes them always stop talking when I come into the room, but I have often heard my cousins say laughingly that I have too much money and might become cynical like Uncle Maximus.”


“He is rich then,” Kelda said. “Perhaps he wants to leave you all his money.”


“I don’t want his money,” Yvette retorted. “I have plenty of my own. Papa and Mama left me everything they had. I may not spend it until I am twenty-one and that is more than three years ahead! Three years when I shall have to live with Uncle Maximus and ask him for every penny I require.”


She burst into such a huge flood of tears that Kelda could only put her arms round her and hold her close.


“It may not be as bad as you think,” she said soothingly, “and it will be interesting for you to see Senegal.”


She remembered her father talking to her about West Africa and claiming that he would like to go there for a visit.


Kelda had been with him once to Algeria, but that had been a long time ago and it was difficult to remember very much about it except that it had been full of sunshine and she and her father and mother had found a great deal that amused them.


They had stayed for a short time in Algiers and found the City fascinating.


“I will look up the geography books about Senegal,” she said, “and tell you all about it. Where does your uncle live?”


“I don’t care where he lives,” Yvette said petulantly. “It will be beastly, like him, and I shall loathe every moment of it!”


“It might be better than you think,” Kelda suggested. “Tell me where he lives.”


“You can see the address for yourself,” Yvette replied and flung the letter she held in her hand onto the floor.


Kelda bent down and picked it up.


She realised that both the envelope and the writing paper were of the thickest and most expensive quality and both bore an impressive crest.


She did not like to make Yvette think that she was prying by reading the letter, but as she looked at the address, noting that it was in Dakar, her eye also caught the first line on the writing paper written in a strong upright hand.


“My dear niece – ” she read.


It struck her as being an unnecessarily formal manner of addressing Yvette, but aloud she said,


“I am sure there will be much in the books about Dakar and I am certain that it is under French administration. So there will be French people living there and you will not feel as lonely as you anticipate.”


“I want to stay in France,” Yvette insisted. “I want to be in Paris where I can dance and go to all the lovely balls that are to be given for me when I leave the school at Christmas.”


Kelda had thought it likely that, as Yvette would be eighteen at the beginning of next year, she would leave Miss Gladwin’s either at Christmas or at Easter.


Because she was fond of the French girl, she had known that she would miss her and at the moment there was no other pupil to take her place in her affections.


“I just don’t know what I shall do without you,” she observed with a deep sigh.


“If I asked if I could stay here for another six months,” Yvette said suddenly, “do you think they would let me?”


Kelda looked down at the letter she still held in her hand.


Somehow she did not know exactly why, but she felt as if there were vibrations of power coming from it and an unmistakable aura of authority.


“I think, if your Guardian says you are to leave, then you will have to do so,” she said quietly.


Yvette sprang to her feet.


“Why should I live with someone I hate? Why should he order me about, not even asking me if there is anything else I would prefer to do?”


She paused for a moment before she added angrily,


“I presume you know the answer to that. I would rather live in a garret in Paris than in a Palace in Dakar!”


“Is that what he owns?” Kelda asked curiously.


“I imagine that is what it will be,” Yvette replied. “As he is so rich and so pompous, he obviously lords it over the wretched natives.”


Kelda put the letter down on the table, resisting an impulse to ask Yvette if she could read it.


‘There is really nothing I can do to help her,’ she thought sadly.


She was just about to say how sorry she was when there was a knock on the door which made both the girls start. 


“Who is it?” Yvette enquired.


“Madam wants to see you in her study, m’mselle,” one of the maids replied.


She went away without waiting for an answer and they heard her heavy footsteps going down the passage.


Yvette looked at Kelda.


“The dragon will have received a letter as well and I bet she is drooling over it because Uncle Maximus has a title!”


Mrs. Gladwin was a snob who fawned on the parents whose names appeared in Debrett’s Peerage and it was a joke that never ceased to amuse her pupils.


Yvette was not smiling now. 


Instead she carried on,


“You can be sure that the dragon will make me do exactly what Uncle Maximus wants.”


“You had better go down the stairs and find out what she has to say,” Kelda said, “but you should wash your face first.”


“Let her see it as it is,” Yvette replied. “I shall try and persuade her to write to my French relatives and protest at my being sent off to some outlandish place, although I doubt if she will do so.”


“I think it very unlikely,” Kelda agreed, “and even if they do protest, they will not have any authority under the Law.”


“Uncle Maximus has not taken any interest in me until now,” Yvette wailed. “He has not written to me at Christmas or even sent me a card. Why should he want me to live with him? Why this sudden interest?”


“It does seem strange,” Kelda agreed. “Perhaps he feels lonely.”


“Lonely? Uncle Maximus? According to Cousin Jacques, recluse though he may be, he always has a mistress.”


Kelda looked shocked.


“I cannot believe your cousin told you that!”


“Not exactly,” Yvette admitted, “but he visited Uncle Maximus when he was on his way to Cape Town and he told his brother when he did not know that I was listening, that when he called on him, he had a glimpse of a beautiful woman. 


“‘Mind you.’ he added, ‘I have a suspicion that she was a métise.”


Yvette wrinkled her brow.


“What is a métise? I asked Aunt Jeanne-Marie, but she would not tell me.”


Kelda knew it meant the offspring of a white Company employee and a local woman, but she was not going to explain that to Yvette.


Instead she replied,


“I will look it up in the dictionary and let you know.”


“I have done that already, but it was not there, unless I had the spelling wrong.”


“You must hurry to Madam,” Kelda insisted. “You know how cross she gets if one keeps her waiting.”


“Why should I care if I am leaving?” Yvette retorted. 


Kelda was tidying her hair and then she found her another handkerchief.


“I will wash these,” she said, picking up the two tearstained ones. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 


“Nothing, nothing unless you can cast a spell on Uncle Maximus so he will fall dead!”


She walked across the room and, as she reached the door, she stopped.


“That is quite an idea. I believe there is lots of Black Magic in Africa. I shall try to find a witch doctor as soon as I get there and see if he can dispose of my uncle for me!”


Kelda gave a little cry of horror.


“That is a wicked thing to say! I know you will do nothing of the sort.”


“Don’t be too sure,” Yvette answered sharply and flounced down the passage.


Kelda sighed and began automatically to tidy the room. She was sorry for Yvette. At the same time she wished that she had the opportunity of travelling to Senegal or anywhere else in the world as she had done so often when her father had been alive.


She knew now that the one thing that had been harder to bear than anything else was the feeling of being so restricted and restrained first by the drab dark walls of the orphanage and then by the Seminary.


When her father and mother were alive, they had never stayed for long in any one place.


Even if her father had not been sent on an important expedition, he had travelled about England giving lectures at Universities and Kelda could remember twice going to Edinburgh.


Their journeys had seldom been very comfortable, but it had been an excitement to be on the move.


More than anything else it had been a thrill to be in a foreign country, to ride on the back of a camel or a stubborn mule or to sail in a small boat with a large sail up a river to places that could not be reached by any other means.


‘Oh, Papa, I miss you,’ Kelda said beneath her breath.


She knew that the eight years since he had died had been a nightmare from which she half-believed she might still awake.


To look back made her remember that, while Yvette was not yet eighteen and was going out into the world for the first time, she would be twenty-one in July. 


And Kelda supposed that her life would never alter from what it was at the moment.


She often wondered to herself, if she left the Seminary, if she would be able to find other employment of a more congenial nature.


Although she had often considered it, she thought it was unlikely and in a way she clung to Mrs. Gladwin because with her she was with girls who came from cultured families.


It was not that they or Mrs. Gladwin considered her to be their equal. She continually reminded her that she came from an orphanage and was nothing but a ‘charity child’.


At first Kelda had resented it, feeling that she must reply that her father was a gentleman and her mother a lady, even if they had very little money.


Then she decided that such retorts only made the situation more difficult than it was at the moment.


Mrs. Gladwin liked humiliating her because unlike the servants she could not leave nor would she answer back as the Governesses could do.


She therefore taught herself to always control her feelings, to try not to listen when Mrs. Gladwin found fault incessantly and expected her to be eternally grateful for having a roof over her head and food to eat.


She was certainly paid little enough for her services a quarter of what any of the servants received but she knew that if she was dissatisfied there was nothing she could do about it.


Even these meagre wages were overdue and, because Kelda loathed having to ask for what she was owed and being told once again how grateful she should be for being where she was, she had not even mentioned the fact to her employer.


She crossed the room to shut the wardrobe door and, as she did so, looking at the gowns hanging inside it, many of which Yvette had only worn two or three times.


Kelda remembered how pretty her mother had always looked, despite the fact that she could never afford anything expensive.


“It is not only what you spend,” she had said once, “it is having good taste and knowing what suits one’s real self.”


‘Perhaps if I had the chance,’ Kelda thought, ‘I too would have good taste.’


She had only to look in the mirror to realise that the grey gown that she wore, which was made of coarse cotton, was unbecoming and appeared, as indeed she was, poverty-stricken.


It was, of course, chosen by Mrs. Gladwin, who ever since she had come to the Seminary had insisted on repeating the same grey garments she had worn in the orphanage rather than buying her dresses of a brighter and more cheerful colour.


“Please, Madam,” she had asked a year ago, “as I am having a new gown, could it be in blue or green?”


“I consider both those colours quite unsuitable for your position,” Mrs. Gladwin replied acidly. “What is more, they would show the dirt.”


“I wash my gowns every week,” Kelda countered quickly.


“I should have thought that was unnecessarily often,” Mrs. Gladwin replied, determined to find fault. “And the uniform I choose for you is what I permit you to wear and there will be no arguments about it.”


She was dismissed and as she left the study Kelda knew that it had been a forlorn hope anyway that she might be allowed to look more attractive.


Now, as she closed the wardrobe door, she thought of what she would buy if she could afford it. She was sure that blue and pale green would be becoming to her, as they had been to her mother.


She had the same fair golden hair, the same large blue-grey eyes that were the colour of the morning mist and her skin was transparently clear, although she was pale and far too thin from overwork.


She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and turned away from it.


What was the point of pretending? She would wear grey and the years ahead would be grey too.


If Yvette only knew it, she was very lucky to be able to escape to Senegal or anywhere else in the world. 


There were innumerable duties that kept Kelda busy until supper time.


One of the jobs that had been thought up for her by Mrs. Gladwin was that she should wait on the Mistresses who had supper in their own rooms.


They took it in turns to supervise the pupils in the large dining room where everybody had to eat at luncheontime.


The Mistresses insisted that in the evening those who were not on duty should be served in their own sitting room, where they could add to the school fare delicacies that had been purchased either by themselves or sent to them by relatives.


At first Mrs. Gladwin had resisted such an innovation. Then when she found that there were no reasonable arguments she could use against it, she assuaged her pride by saying that the servants were too busy, but that Kelda could wait on the Mistresses, bringing their meals in from the kitchen and washing up afterwards.


Kelda had not really minded for as a result she often enjoyed titbits that the Mistresses left, which was a change from the school meals that were repeated in monotonous rotation from week to week with no variations.


Tonight, when she entered the staff room. it was to find an animated conversation taking place.


“I said to her,” Miss Dawson, one of the older Mistresses, was declaiming, “‘I have no intention, Madam, of spending my holiday by travelling to some outlandish part of the world. I dislike the sea and always have and I have no plans for ever leaving these shores again’.”


There was a burst of laughter as Kelda put the heavy tray down on a side table.


“What did she say to that?”


“She merely dismissed me and sent for Miss Jenkins.”


“Did you accept her proposition?” someone asked. “Tell us, Jenky. We are all ears.”


“Of course I did not,” Miss Jenkins, who was the sporty Games Mistress, replied. “I am spending all my holiday with my fiancé at his home. I would not give that up for a trip to Heaven and back again!”


Again there was laughter as Kelda ladled out the soup and set it down on the table in front of each of the Mistresses.


“Who did she try next?” someone questioned.


“I think she has been through the lot of us,” Miss Dawson said. “I know Ashton told me before she went out this evening that she had refused and I think Miss Hart has said ‘no’.”


“Madam is so keen on pleasing this Nobleman,” Miss Jenkins said, “that I cannot think why she does not go herself or alternatively she could send Kelda.”
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