

  




  [image: Cover]




  Author’s Note




  The Camargue lies on the coast between the Languedoc-Roussillon and Provence in France. Often described as its own little country, almost 90 per cent of the 360-sq-mile delta is protected as a National Park, home to dozens of unique species of flora and fauna, animals and birds, which attract thousands of visitors a year. When I visited in 1975, I was entranced and captivated by its beauty, but distressed, as were so many other people back then, by the encroachment of the rice planters.




  At the time the Camargue grew 800.000 hundredweight of rice annually and this was increasing year by year.




  This caused predictions that the Camargue would totally disappear within ten years, losing something unique and very wonderful.




  Luckily this has not happened and the area is still a realm of unspoilt nature with salt steppes, reed beds, lakes and pools with their flamingos, little cygnets, black bulls and white horses.




  In this novel I have tried to convey the magic and mystery of this exquisite wilderness, which I believe to be part of the soul of France.




  Chapter One


  1899




  “You cannot mean it, Beau-père!” Valda exclaimed.




  “I do mean it!” the Comte de Merlimont replied. “Your mother and I have talked it over very carefully, Valda, and it really is time we considered your marriage.”




  Valda made an exasperated little sound, then said firmly,




  “I have no intention, Beau-père, of agreeing to an arranged marriage with a Frenchman I have never seen, who is not in the least interested in me. I intend to marry for love!”




  Valda faced her stepfather as she spoke with a defiance that only succeeded in making her look even more attractive than usual.




  She was an exceedingly lovely girl, so it was not surprising that both her mother and stepfather were much concerned for her future.




  Besides the fact that Valda had the deep red hair beloved of the Viennese, she had blue eyes, which were typically English, and to frame them dark lashes that her father had always averred were owed to some Irish ancestor.




  One thing was quite certain, the Comte thought, as he looked at her, she certainly did not look French and, as he already knew, the Frenchmen who had seen her when they were in Paris had been fulsome in their compliments.




  But, as if nature had not been generous enough in endowing Valda with a beautiful face, a slim graceful body and an intelligent mind, she was also extremely wealthy.




  Her father had left a very large fortune to his only child and the Comte, who was an extremely conscientious man, was not unnaturally worried about his stepdaughter’s future.




  “You know as well as I do, Valda,” he said, “that marriages in France are arranged.”




  “Then I will not accept a French husband!” Valda asserted sharply.




  “And do not imagine that things are very different in England,” the Comte continued, as if she had not spoken. “An English heiress like yourself is always married off to a distinguished aristocrat, who is finding it difficult to keep up his estates.”




  “Surely there must be some country in the world where love is considered important?” Valda asked.




  There was something wistful in the question and the Comte’s eyes softened as he replied,




  “Love is what everyone seeks, Valda. In most cases men and women who enjoy the same tastes and share the same interests find in their marriage a companionship, which deepens into love.”




  “You fell in love with my Mama,” Valda pointed out.




  “That is true,” the Comte answered, “but she was a widow and not a girl of eighteen, who quite frankly is incapable of knowing her own mind.”




  “Why should you think that?” Valda asked and now the defiance was back in her voice.




  The Comte smiled.




  “You have been brought up very strictly,” he said, “and, although you have travelled a certain amount, you have never done anything on your own.”




  “That is not my fault!” Valda retorted.




  “I am not suggesting it is a fault,” the Comte replied. “In fact I believe it to have been eminently sensible. But the fact remains that you have never chosen a gown without the help of your mother. You would have no idea of how to travel from here to Paris without a Courier. Do you really imagine therefore that you are capable of choosing wisely the man to whom you will be married for the rest of your life?”




  “If I leave the choice to you, how can you possibly know if we will be suited to each other when we are together?” Valda asked. “Suppose I conceived a violent hatred for him?”




  “In which case I would obviously not make you marry him, however far the arrangements had proceeded,” the Comte answered. “But I promise you, Valda, because I know you so well, and because I love you, I shall choose a man who has all the qualities that I think desirable in your husband.”




  “I cannot believe there are many paragons waiting about for me to fall into their arms!” Valda said sarcastically. “If they are so exceptional, why are they not married already?”




  The Comte sighed.




  “I am not going to pretend to you, Valda, because you are far too intelligent, that the Nobleman whom I consider for you as a husband will not find your fortune the main attraction. At the same time you are very lovely and I think a man would have to be made of granite not to fall in love with you.”




  “But suppose – he does – not?” Valda asked in a very low voice.




  She was thinking as she spoke that the average Frenchman had not only a wife but also a mistress.




  Her mother and her stepfather would have been horrified if they realised how much Valda knew of the intrigues and affaires de coeur of their friends and acquaintances.




  But the servants and even her Governesses had always talked in front of children as if they were deaf and, because Valda was interested she carefully gave no indication, which might have made them suspicious, that she was listening to their gossip.




  The Comte de Merlimont and his attractive English wife filled their house in Paris and their various châteaux in France with the gay, sophisticated, brilliant personalities of the Social world.




  Valda, being still in the schoolroom, was not allowed to mix with their guests except for an hour a day when she came down to the salon at five o’clock.




  It was when they were in London that she and her mother had tea together, English style, but in France the ladies merely sat about chattering or working at their embroidery.




  Having greeted Valda in a somewhat condescending manner, they would return to the spicy gossip that had amused them before her entrance.




  Valda would listen and store away in her memory the various items that she overheard.




  “La Marquise has a new cher ami. He is charming and very attentive, but Madame Boyer is livid! He was her property until la Marquise cast her eyes on him!”




  “Have you heard that the Comte de Rougement came home unexpectedly the other night and was furious to find Pierre alone with his wife? One can hardly imagine the Comte as a jealous husband, but perhaps now he knows what other men have suffered where he himself is concerned.”




  “I saw Jacques last week. He was with that fascinating creature from the Folies Bergère. They say he has set her up in style in the Rue St. Honoré, with a carriage and a pair of horses the envy of all Paris. He is lucky he can afford it!”




  At first such information seemed meaningless, but gradually the stories fitted like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle into a picture of Society, which was supplemented by some of the books Valda read.




  Her mother or her Governesses would not have approved of these books, but she found them in her stepfather’s sitting room and took them up to her bedroom to read at night after her lights had been put out and she was supposed to be asleep.




  She read about love and, as she grew older and it was time for her to enter the Social world, she told herself that it was love she would seek from a man.




  Because she was extremely fond of her stepfather and he and her mother were so happy together, it had never struck Valda that a time might come when he would suggest that she should marry, in the approved French fashion, a man chosen for her because they each had something to contribute to the union.




  Now she thought that her large fortune would ensure that her stepfather would look first among the Marquises of ancient families or perhaps someone like the Comte des Baux whose antecedents went back far into the history of France.




  It was living in Provence that had convinced Valda more than anything else that she must marry for love.




  She had been excited and thrilled when she first learnt about the mighty Knights of Les Baux, who had fought in the Crusades and later became poets and troubadours.




  Their Royal alliances spread from the houses of Provence, Barcelona, Poland, Savoy and England and they claimed descent from Balthazar, King of the East.




  Les Comtes des Baux were one of the most powerful noble families that Europe had ever seen and, whenever she could do so, Valda would visit the ruins of Les Baux.




  The ghosts that were said to haunt the shattered ramparts were those of men who loved or hated violently and fought to the death.




  Valda would think of the Knights riding out in their silver armour, plumes in their helmets, their pennants fluttering in the breeze.




  At the Courts of Love, of which Les Baux was the most famous, it was from the poetry and songs of the Troubadours of Provence that lyric poetry sprang, and to Valda they expressed all that she desired for herself.




  “Romance! Love! Beauty!”




  It was something she knew she would never find from a man who was interested in her only because she was rich and in whom she was supposed to be interested merely because he had a title.




  She walked to the window to stand looking out over the exquisite view that lay before her.




  Provence in the early summer was even more lovely than at any other time of the year, and from the Comte’s château, which lay between Les Baux and Arles, stretched rolling green plains interspersed with high dark cypress trees, fields red with crimson poppies and the distant horizon deepening to blue against the sunlit sky.




  “Will you not trust me, Valda, to do what is best for you?” her stepfather asked, a beguiling note in his voice.




  A handsome man, he had been noted for his love affairs, which were usually of short duration, before he fell head-over-heels in love with the widow of Sir Edward Burke.




  He had been visiting England and after they had been introduced at a dinner party, it was doubtful if the Comte from that moment was aware that any other woman existed.




  Lady Burke was lovely, but in a completely different manner from her daughter.




  She was typically Dresden china English, pink, white and gold, with classical features and a sweetness that endeared her to everyone with whom she came in contact.




  It was from her father that Valda had inherited her red hair and her fiery temperament, for Sir Edward had been an exceptional, and in some ways a controversial, personality.




  Now it was her father in Valda that made her say firmly,




  “Whatever you may say, Beau-père, I will not be married off as if I was a package handed over the counter of a shop!”




  “You intend to be an old maid?” the Comte asked sharply.




  “Of course not!” Valda replied. “I want to marry eventually, but first I want to live a little.”




  “That is a dangerous philosophy for an unmarried girl,” the Comte said severely.




  Valda looked at him and then she laughed.




  “I know exactly what is worrying you, Beau-père,” she said. “You and Mama are fussing over your one wee chick. You think I shall get into trouble like the de Villiers girl who ran away with a married man, or Hortense de Poinier, who set up her own studio in Montmartre. But I promise you, I will do neither of those things!”




  “Hortense de Poinier at least has quite considerable talent,” the Comte remarked.




  “Inferring I have none?” Valda flashed.




  “I did not say that,” he replied. “You have many talents, Valda, but they are not particularly saleable ones. Not that there is any need, thank goodness, for you to earn your living, but if you had to, I assure you it is not as easy as it sounds!”




  Valda walked across the salon, moving with a grace that was notably lacking in some of her contemporaries.




  “You are very plausible, Beau-père,” she said. “Whatever I say, it is like putting up a target for you to shoot down. At the same time we still get back to the main bone of contention – that you wish to choose my husband for me and I have no intention of marrying anyone I don’t choose myself!”




  “Then I will tell you what I think we should do,” the Comte said. “We must invite the young men we think most suitable here to meet you. You did in fact meet one of those we are considering when we were recently in Paris.”




  Valda thought for a moment.




  “Can you possibly mean the Marquis d’Artigny?” she enquired.




  There was a moment’s silence before the Comte said,




  “I have mentioned him to your mother.”




  “But he is ghastly!” Valda exclaimed. “I danced with him and he sat next to me at dinner. I came to the conclusion that he had never read a book and, although he was interested in horses, he knew rather less about them than any of your stable boys!”




  “You are very scathing!” the Comte remarked. “At the same time he has magnificent estates. His château is one of the oldest in France and his name evokes the respect of every Frenchman.”




  He paused and added,




  “Your position as the Marquise would socially be second only to the Bourbons themselves.”




  “I would just as soon be married to a flatfish!” Valda said scornfully. “Indeed a fish might be more interesting!” The Comte sighed.




  “Can you really make up your mind on such short acquaintance? Let me ask d’Artigny to stay. You can show him the beauties of Provence, introduce him to our friends and see if he does not improve upon closer acquaintance.”




  Valda looked at her stepfather and said quietly,




  “You may think I am a fool, Beau-père, but I am not as foolish as that! If the Marquis comes to stay here, you know as well as I do we shall become so deeply involved with his family that it will be almost impossible for me to say that after all I do not like him.”




  “I think you will like him,” the Comte suggested.




  “Never! Never! Never!” Valda exclaimed. “And because I know you are intriguing to marry me to such a man, I swear if he comes here as a guest I will retire to bed ill and nothing either you or Mama can say or do will make me rise!”




  The Comte’s lips tightened.




  He was a very patient man but sometimes his stepdaughter drove him hard.




  “I have a feeling, Valda,” he said after a moment, “that your father would have coped with you far better than I can.”




  Valda laughed.




  “I expect Papa would have beaten me into submission,” she said. “He was very hot tempered, but you, dearest Beau-père, have always been very gentle and kind to me.”




  She moved closer to him as she spoke and lifting up her face kissed his cheek.




  “You cannot change yourself overnight into a tyrant just because you think I ought to be married. Forget the Marquis d’Artigny and all the other eligible bachelors who have an eye on my money rather than on me! Someone will turn up sooner or later!”




  The Comte put his arms around Valda and held her close.




  “You are making things very difficult for me, my dear,” he said. “I love you and, because I love you as if you were my own child, I have to do what I think is right. We will forget the Marquis d’Artigny. He is not the only young man in the world, but there are others amongst whom I am certain you will find someone to love.”




  “You are an incurable optimist, beau-père!” Valda said lightly. “Let’s go and look at the horses. They are so much more attractive than any young men I have met so far. What a pity I cannot marry a horse!”




  The Comte laughed, then good humouredly allowed her to lead him from The Château towards the well-appointed stables where he kept the horses with which both he and Valda spent a great deal of time.




  *




  When she went to bed that evening Valda, instead of reading as usual, lay in her bed thinking.




  She was well aware that her stepfather must have reported their conversation to her mother and they both would be somewhat perturbed by her attitude.




  At the same time she was quite certain they intended to find her a husband and it would not be long before a marriage was suggested which would be to all intents and purposes a fait accompli.




  It was inevitable, Valda thought now, that they should concern themselves with her matrimonial future after her success in Paris during the winter.




  It was usual amongst French families for a debutante to be quiet, unobtrusive and very much overshadowed by her elders and betters.




  The girls of Valda’s age were extremely shy, in most cases positively gauche, and were dragged around as a duty by a sparkling, sophisticated, chic Mama without having any say in the matter.




  Because, besides being beautiful, Valda had a distinct personality and was English, she stood out when she should have remained unnoticed.




  She had plenty to say for herself and it was in fact impossible to ignore her.




  Admittedly it had been mostly married or elderly men who made a fuss of her since the younger men were either firmly kept at the side of a possessive married woman or else were too nervous of the consequences of being seen paying attention to a debutante.




  Nevertheless, Valda had been a definite success and she was aware that many of the older women who were used to having everything their own way had made acid comments about her and suggested to her mother that it was time she married.




  “I always march my daughters up the aisle as soon as they leave the school room,” one Dowager had said to the Comtesse de Merlimont. “The less they see of the world before they have their first baby the better!”




  Valda had not heard her mother’s reply to this remark, but she had made up her mind that she had no intention of having a baby almost before she was grown up.




  ‘I want to see the world,’ she had thought.




  Now she remembered as she lay in the darkness of her beautifully furnished bedroom that she had always believed that growing up opened new gates and showed the way to new horizons.




  It seemed that she was mistaken!




  ‘If Beau-père has his way,’ she told herself, ‘I shall be married to a man who will have all the fun of spending my money while I sit at home and produce children.’




  Something rebellious rose within her at the thought and she found herself thinking of all the countries she would like to visit and all the famous people she would like to meet.




  Yet this would be impossible unless she was prepared to travel behind a traditional husband, who would undoubtedly be as bored with her as she would be with him.




  She thought of the elegant and sophisticated beautiful women who graced the ballrooms of Paris and who seemed to glitter both with their beauty and with their conversation as brightly as the jewels that encircled their long white necks.




  Valda could see their charm and she could understand why young men found them far more amusing and alluring than the debutantes with their demure white gowns, their lack of animation and their shyness that made them tongue-tied and boring.




  She had naturally never been allowed to visit the Folies Bergère or the Casino de Paris, but she had seen the posters that decorated the hoardings, showing women kicking their legs high above their heads or looking provocatively over a bare shoulder.




  It was all very different from the idea of a quiet family life and a man who enjoyed such amusements would undoubtedly find her as dull as she found him.




  “I will not do it!” Valda said aloud. “Whatever Beau-père and Mama may say I will not be married off in such a manner!”




  She found herself remembering how her stepfather had said she was not even capable of choosing a gown for herself or of finding her own way to Paris.




  It was true that she had been looked after, guarded and directed by an army of Governesses, teachers and servants ever since she could remember.




  She was waited on from first thing in the morning until last thing at night and certainly, when they travelled, it was like a Royal progress.




  ‘But that is not to say that I could not manage by myself!’ Valda told herself defiantly.




  She did not often think of her father. He had died on an expedition up the Andes when she was twelve and before that he had been abroad so much that she had only seen him at fleeting intervals.




  Now she thought he would perhaps despise the manner in which she had been cosseted and the way she had accepted tamely the lack of adventure in her life.




  He had been an adventurer and an explorer – a man who must always be seeking the unobtainable. He had discovered ruins in Persia that had excited the archaeological world.




  He had spent some years in India and made himself a huge fortune while he was there, besides acquiring a unique knowledge of the various religions and hitherto unknown temples.




  He had visited Babylon and Samarkand. He had reached China and had almost lost his life attempting to enter Mecca in disguise.




  When she thought about her father, Valda could remember a vitality about him that she had never found in anyone else.




  When he told her stories of his travels, she could clearly visualise what he had seen and where he had been, because he made everything he described so vivid.




  It was Lady Burke who had found life difficult while her husband was away exploring the world.




  She had every creature comfort, but she was the type of woman who needed a man to lean on and it was impossible to lean on Edward Burke when he was so seldom with her.




  She had loved and admired him, but at the same time, Valda thought now, it must have been loneliness that had made her mother so eager and ready to marry the Comte de Merlimont less than a year after Edward Burke died.




  Not that Valda had ever regretted it.




  Beau-père, as she called her stepfather in the French manner, had been unfailingly kind to her and, as he said himself, she might well have been his own child for the affection he lavished on her.




  Yet now she wanted her father as she had never wanted him before. She felt sure that he would not expect her to submit tamely to a marriage that might be a happy one or might quite easily be disastrous.




  Valda told herself she could never tolerate the convention that her husband should attach himself to another woman or keep a mistress in some side street of Paris. It might be the French way of life, but she was English. She wanted the companionship of her husband. She wanted his love and she wanted him to be exclusively hers as she was prepared to be his.




  Something idealistic within her shrank from the idea of having affaires de coeur after marriage, as apparently all smart Frenchwomen did.




  The intrigues, the subterfuges involved, might be amusing to them, but to Valda they seemed sordid and very unlike the idealistic love she read about in the poems of the Troubadours, the Knights of Les Baux.




  ‘I cannot do what Beau-père wants,’ she told herself firmly and rising from her bed she walked to the window and pulled back the curtains to look out onto the night.




  The sky was bright with stars and the country below The Château was dark and shadowy, yet very beautiful in the dim light.




  ‘Somewhere,’ Valda thought, ‘there must be a man who will love me for myself, not for my money.’




  For the first time in her life, she hated the fortune her father had left her.




  Until now she had always imagined it was an asset to be safe and secure against fear of poverty or of having to live in a different manner to the way in which she had been brought up.




  Now it seemed a disadvantage.




  As she had said to her stepfather, it was her money her suitors would be thinking about, not her as a person.




  If they considered her attractive that would be a bonus, but it would not really matter if she were plain and dull, because her money would cover a multitude of shortcomings.




  “I cannot bear it – I cannot!” Valda cried out to the night.




  And yet there seemed to be little alternative but to do as her stepfather wanted.




  Beneath his old-fashioned courtesy he had, she knew, a strong determination and a manner of getting his own way whatever the odds were against it.




  He never lost his temper, he never stormed and raged as Valda remembered her father doing, but he was relentless and sooner or later the defences against him crumbled and without much apparent effort he was the winner.




  ‘He will wear me down,’ Valda told herself. ‘The man he chooses for a husband will be brought to the house. I will be persuaded to talk to him and almost before I realise what is happening I shall be married!’




  She felt herself shiver at the thought of the unknown eligible bachelor who began to loom as a menace, like an evil bird of prey, from whom she could not escape.




  She moved from the window and lit the candles that stood on a table by her bed.




  In Paris their house had electric light, but in Provence there were lamps and candles, which were somehow so much more appropriate to the ancient walls and the exquisite antique furnishings.




  Having lit the candles, Valda sat down on her bed trying to think.




  ‘What can I do? How can I persuade Beau-père?’




  Even as she spoke the words to herself she knew that she would fail to change his mind – he was determined where she was concerned.




  He genuinely thought he was doing what was right. He really did think that he would fail in his duty if he did not find her a husband and those were arguments that Valda knew were unassailable.




  She looked round her bedroom, as if she was asking for help from the objects that had been familiar to her ever since she had come to the Château Merlimont.




  There was the beautiful painted furniture that seemed so fitting for a young girl, the pieces of Sèvres china that her mother had given her for Christmas or on her birthday.




  There were pictures in their carved gilt frames, which her stepfather had allowed her to bring from other rooms in the house, because she liked them and wanted them in what was her own sanctum.




  On the Louis XIV sofa with its carved gilt frame, there sat the doll she had been given as a child in England.




  It had been dressed and re-dressed by various nurses and by her mother, until it possessed an exquisite layette, every garment trimmed with real lace.




  Beside the doll there was a box.




  It had been something Valda had bought for herself when she was in London last year and now it seemed to her that it was a key in her hand, opening a gate that might be the way to freedom!




  In the box was a Kodak camera.




  When Valda had been in London one of her English cousins had shown her a snapshot camera and had taken a picture of her.




  Seeing the result she had been astounded at how natural she had appeared and she persuaded him to let her use this camera to take some photographs of her mother, of the street and of the carriages outside their house.
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