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  Dedication




  for Nannat




  “The splendour falls on castle walls


  And snowy summits old in story”


  Tennyson, The Princess




  Prologue: France




  I saw her off on a fine morning in early Spring, my little girl. When I was to see her next she would be a young woman but I was not to know that on that lovely April day.




  Louise was to spend the Easter holiday with her friend Corinne whose grandparents had a country house three hundred kilometres South of Paris where we were then living. Louise had stayed there twice before. She and Corinne had been close friends for three years and their friendship reminded me of my own relationship with my best friend though we had known each other from Infants’ School and our intimacy had survived forty years and two oceans. She lived now in Canada but whenever we met, even with gaps of five or ten years, we saw each other as the inseparable teenagers we had been and took up our rapport as though we still met daily. I often talked about her to Lou and she was wont to ask me if I believed she and Corinne would be the same. I hoped so sincerely for however good a marriage a woman may make, she often feels the need for a friend’s confidence and support and Corinne seemed to me to have an inner strength, whereas my little Lou had a certain fragility.




  Corinne stood now by her mother’s small car. A charming girl with striking good looks, she seemed much more than a year ahead of my little Louise in her physical development as well as in her mature outlook. She had a mass of dark, curly hair, tiny pert features and a wonderfully-developed bust.




  Louise was already in the back seat, trying to find space for her legs amongst the luggage.




  “I say, Lou,” said Corinne, leaning inside. “You’ve packed one dressy outfit, haven’t you? We’re invited to Philippe’s for an afternoon.” She pulled a wry face and I remembered Lou’s description of the buck-toothed “boy next door.” It seemed that Corinne’s grandparents were seriously determined that he and Corinne should marry. From their point of view it was practically settled.




  “But Corinne won’t ever marry him, Mum,” Louise had told me. “She’s far too self-willed and she detests him, for all his money and connections. Besides, she’s got a boyfriend up here.”




  To my mind, seventeen was far too young for any thought of engagement, whether to a rich boy of the family’s choosing or to some fellow here in Paris who was probably much older than her and not as serious as she imagined. But then I’d had a dreary, conventional upbringing—education and career first, then marriage at a sensible age—and look where it had got me.




  Louise jumped out of the car.




  “What do you think, Mum?” she asked. “We’d catered more for casual, sporty wear, hadn’t we?”




  “Well—I did pack your white outfit. The one you wore at Sally’s wedding,” I said hesitantly. “But it’s not all that special—not without the hat.”




  I expected Lou to shout in horror. She’d rebelled strongly against the idea of wearing a hat at all at the very English ceremony the year before. But on the day itself she’d admitted to quite enjoying the sight of herself in the little white satin pillbox with its froth of a veil, miniature enough to offer no competition with the bride’s long, lacy creation. Still, her immediate complaisance now quite astonished me as she’d never since worn as much as a beret.




  “Oh, yes, Mummy—you’re quite right. Could you find it, do you think? Have we got another minute, Madame Baylac?” she asked Corinne’s mother.




  Christianne nodded patiently and shrugged her shoulders at me in resignation over the whims and fancies of the young, for we had had quite a few discussions about our offspring. We’d not become close, though, but then my circumstances were not conducive to striking up new friendships. And she had none of the delicious abandoned jollity of my Molly, so far away in Ontario. She sat now clutching the steering wheel and I remembered how she’d told me she hated driving and would be glad to get the journey over with.




  “I won’t be a minute,” I promised.




  I hurried up to the shabby apartment and went into the bedroom. The shutters were closed against the sun but the eyes of the vegetable that had been my husband watched me as I pulled open the cupboard door. I kept up a flow of nervous chatter which always seemed incumbent on me in his presence. It was a year now since his first attack.




  “I’m looking for Louise’s hat—and my old hatbox to put it in,” I explained. “Ah, here they are on the top shelf.”




  I took out the tiny scrap of a hat from its plastic bag. Then I reached down the expensive pale grey leather hatbox that had cost ten times as much as Lou’s little hat and had been Molly’s gift to me on my marriage. She hadn’t wanted me to accept Claude’s proposal: she was with her third rich old sugar daddy at the time and persisted in clinging to the hope that she could persuade me into the same style of living.




  “Why don’t you break out of that stuffy conventional mould?” she pleaded. “It’ll end in tears, I just know it. And I may not be around to get you out of it.”




  A few weeks later she’d emigrated with someone else’s well-heeled husband.




  I pulled off the lid and took out the tissue-wrapped articles stored within. A lacy veil, neatly rolled and rather yellow, a dainty coronet of imitation pearls, a pair of gloves—and the remnants of a red rose. I caught my breath at the sight of these things...I’d not realized that seeing them could affect me so strongly. But I was determined not to cry or show emotion. I must not spoil Lou’s holiday. I replaced my pathetic memories by the Galeries Lafayette hat, which seemed to belong much more in the splendid luggage. I stuffed my own things in the plastic bag, tossed it back on the shelf and hurried down the bleak concrete stairway.




  “How is he?” whispered Christianne Baylac, nodding up towards the shuttered window.




  “Oh, just the same,” I answered.




  Louise and Corinne were admiring the hatbox.




  “I’d forgotten this,” said Lou, stroking the soft leather.




  “Why, it’s beautiful,” said Corinne. “You should take this everywhere, Lou, especially to crummy Philippe’s. It would certainly make a good impression on his family.”




  Laughing and pushing each other, they tumbled into the car. Louise hung out of the window, waving.




  “I love you, Mummy!” she called, just before they turned the corner.




  Part 1: France




  Chapter 1




  La Sauvagère, the Wilderness, had originally been five cottages. The Baylac family had carried out the conversion over a period of ten years and now met regularly in the lovely retreat. Christianne had four brothers and three sisters and between them they had produced twenty grandchildren. When the whole family assembled for the Long Vacation, the boys had to sleep in hammocks slung across the attic. There were numerous bedrooms, all tiny, and three separate kitchens dispersed along the length of the narrow building. A few walls had been knocked out in the West Wing to provide one good-sized living room but the young people tended to spend most of their time outside. There were two tennis courts and a swimming pool.




  The grandparents welcomed Louise warmly. She was a favorite of theirs and they often embarrassed her by holding her up as an example to Corinne.




  “Such delightful manners,” Grandmère would say.




  “Such a serious child,” Grandpère would remark.




  Louise did try hard to behave well: she didn’t want to let her mother down. She found Corinne’s somewhat sulky attitude to the old people hard to understand.




  “Oh, they’re so stuffy and old-fashioned,” Corinne had retorted many times, exasperated by their criticism of her clothes, her school reports, her language.




  “I find them so easy to get along with,” remonstrated Louise. “It surely doesn’t hurt to be a bit—a bit quieter, when they are around.”




  She felt anxious for her friend as she knew that a lot of their disapproval was based on something that wasn’t Corinne’s fault. Christianne was the first and only member of this strongly-Catholic family to have been divorced. Though recognizing that Corinne’s father had been feckless and unfaithful, and that Christianne should therefore have their support, they allowed their disappointment to spill over into their treatment of Corinne. Here again, Louise felt some comparison with her own circumstances. The Baylacs knew of the pitiable state of her father since his illness and the selfless, miserable life that her mother endured...and all this was constantly paraded as another point in her favor. Christianne had changed her name back to Baylac but Corinne insisted on keeping her father’s surname. The two girls had discussed their parents’ contrasting circumstances, their own feelings of hopelessness, knowing that there was little they could do to improve either situation. They confided every secret thought, every dream and ambition, one to the other. They were not always serious and gloomy however.




  Louise was able to relax, giggle and shout when they were alone and that night they joked and gossiped until the early hours.




  They shared a funny little turret room in a tower that had been added to one end of the building, mainly to house Grandpère’s studio in its ground floor. He was an amateur painter now that he was retired from the Navy where he’d finished his service as an Admiral.




  “It’s like going to sleep in a castle, a fairy-tale castle,” said Louise with a laugh, still young enough to read her old story books almost as often as her Jilly Coopers and Barbara Cartlands. She snuggled down under the duvet.




  “You won’t say that after tomorrow,” said Corinne drowsily. “Because you’ll be visiting a real château—and a real creep, unfortunately.”




  “Oh dear,” sighed Louise, full of sympathy for her friend. “Is he as bad as ever?”




  “Yuk!” replied Corinne. “Oh, I wish he weren’t so rich and that his folks weren’t Grandpère’s oldest friends.”




  Louise recalled the pimply, sullen boy who’d come over to play tennis on her first visit, three years ago. Since then, he’d been in America at some kind of boys` college. She leaned across and squeezed Corinne’s hand. The two girls fell asleep.




  Chapter 2




  Louise had several times glimpsed the Château Duval from the road but it was partly-hidden behind a magnificent forest. Now, approaching it from a long driveway between oaks and chestnuts, she gasped in admiration. It was bigger and grander than any of the Stately Homes she remembered visiting in England, due to her father’s passion for History and Architecture. The Baylac car drew up in a cobbled courtyard. The Duval family were waiting on the impressive curved stone Outer stairway.




  Monsieur Duval was tall and dark and very handsome. Old, though—nearly as old as Grandpère Baylac. Corinne whispered in Louise’s ear.




  “He made his millions in the United States but his ancestors were real French aristocrats. He bought back the family home when Philippe was born.”




  The youngsters held back while their elders went forward to greet their hosts. One of the boy cousins had come along for the visit. On her last stay at La Sauvagère, Louise had fancied herself to be falling in love with this Vincent. Her junior by a few days, he was a serious boy, thin-faced, mousy-haired but with kind gray eyes. They had found it easy to chat together. He had taught her patiently and protectively to ride a bicycle. On their last evening together he had stolen a kiss as they lingered on the lawn, putting away deck-chairs. Both of them becoming suddenly shy with each other, the rather clumsy attempt resulted in Vincent’s well-intentioned embrace landing on Louise’s small, freckled nose. They had laughed and returned to the house, hand in hand. He had written her several letters since. They were, Louise realized after a while, love letters—in a polite, restrained, unsure way. She replied in kind and Corinne had eagerly embraced the idea of making a match between friend and cousin.




  “I shall see that you get plenty of time alone with him this year,” she’d promised. “It’s high time you started doing more than holding hands, my girl. If you’re not careful you’ll become an old maid.”




  Louise remembered Corinne’s advice on her own budding romance as Philippe stepped out from behind his father to peck her on the cheek three times in the conventional French manner. The girl submitted to his greeting, stony-faced. Philippe took her hand and examined the nails. “Still nibbling away, I see, my dear,” he commented. “And nicotine stains too—tiens! tiens! my dear Corinne.”




  Corinne had told Louise that one of the reasons she’d always disliked the boy was because he was for ever running with tales of her misdeeds to her grandfather,




  But Louise was staring now at Philippe and what she saw distracted her from what he was saying. To her eyes there was a vast improvement since she’d last seen him. He’d had something done to his teeth: they hardly stuck out at all now. He’d filled out, his skin had cleared. And his shoulders! He must surely have taken up gymnastics or body-building in the States. At the side of him, Vincent looked far too thin and under developed. There was a cruel glint in Philippe’s vivid blue eyes as he teased Corinne but when he turned to Louise it changed to open admiration.




  “What dainty hands! What charm!” he said, and held on to her hand while he greeted Vincent.




  “Come and meet my mother,” he said, turning back to Louise and tucking her arm through his.




  Madame Duval was small and gray, dignified but unprepossessing. She turned quickly after the briefest greeting, from Louise to Corinne, and led her up the steps. Louise was presented to Monsieur Duval. She found him even more attractive close up and he too seemed charmed by her.




  They entered a vast hall, a great carved stairway leading up in a double curve to a lofty gallery.




  “I’m sure you young people would like to see over the château,” suggested Madame Duval. “Philippe will show you round.”




  She led away the grandparents and Christianne.




  “We’ll be in the Blue drawing room when you are ready for tea,” she said.




  Corinne sat down on the base of a pillar.




  “I’ve done the tour before,” she said. “Vincent and I will wait here.”




  “You feel the need for a smoke is what you really mean,” sneered Philippe. “But it’s perfectly all right with me,” he added, ushering Louise towards the stairs.




  Vincent followed, a grim look on his usually placid features.




  “Oh, I get it!” said Philippe, nastily. “So—that’s how the land lies, is it, old chap?”




  He took Louise by the elbow to tease Vincent further. He led them from gallery to gallery of the magnificent building, Corinne trailing sulkily behind.




  “You took an interest in these old books last time you were here,” said Philippe to Vincent, opening a glass-topped display case. “Take them out—go on—I give you permission.”




  He waited till Vincent with some reluctance had lifted an ancient, heavy old tome on to a table near the window. Then, grabbing Louise’s hand, he ran out into a narrow corridor, turned a corner abruptly and entered a small, tapestry-hung room. He pressed something near the fireplace and a panel slid open. He pushed Louise unceremoniously inside and closed the secret door behind them.




  Chapter 3




  Vincent and Corinne searched for nearly an hour. They prodded tapestry hangings, peered up vast chimneys and opened innumerable lids of heavily carved chests.




  “Let me handle this,” said Corinne as they stood outside the Blue Room, listening to the polite murmur of voices within. She had watched Vincent’s increasing ferocity of eye and paleness of lips. By now, he was trembling with rage.




  “Ah—there you are,” said Madame Duval as they entered. “Come and sit by me, dear, and have one of these pastries. Where are the others?” she inquired vaguely.




  “It’s so silly,” said Corinne, forcing a laugh. “We were playing a sort of Hide and Seek. I’m afraid Louise and Philippe may have got locked in somewhere. It’s ages since they—er—hid.”




  “Oh dear,” said Madame Duval. “We’d better organize a search. This old house is full of odd little places. They could be somewhere terribly uncomfortable.”




  “Had we better call old Gaspard?” she said to her husband. “He knows the château better than anyone.”




  Mr. Duval stood up and carefully placed his cup on a table.




  “He can hardly be said to know the château better than myself I think, my dear,” he said. “Germain and I played our own games of Cache Cache, you know, when the place was quite empty and going to ruin, eh, old friend?”




  Corinne looked in astonishment at her grandfather. It was weird enough to hear him called anything but Grandpère Baylac, without being reminded that he, too, had once been a youngster playing games. She remembered now being told of the two boys meeting here, both being on visits to relatives, neighboring farmers. And how Grandpère—Germain—had been the confidante of Henri Duval’s dream of one day coming back for good to reclaim the old château and its lands. Grandmère Baylac’s lips were drawn tight and thin. Her eyes bored into her granddaughter trying to ferret out the truth.




  “It’s rather inconsiderate of Louise,” she said. “A guest in your house, Hélène—and causing all this trouble.”




  “That’s not fair!” cried Vincent, shaking off Corinne’s hand as she tugged warningly at his sleeve. “Louise was forced—that is—she was Philippe’s partner—in the game,” he ended lamely, realizing that he risked heaping more blame on Louise with his spirited defense.




  Grandmère spoke quietly so that only Corinne could hear.




  “That was an unfortunate arrangement—pairing off in that way,” she said.




  The others were following Henri Duval upstairs. Corinne stared at her grandmother, trying to look as though she hadn’t understood the remark.




  “Are you quite determined to lose this chance?” said the old woman. “Do you want to give him away on a plate?”




  “Oh, Grandmère!” said Corinne, exasperated. “You talk as if being alone with a boy for a few minutes is enough to ruin a girl’s reputation. To—what was it they used to say—so old-fashioned...”




  “To compromise her, you mean,” said Madame Baylac coldly. “And not such an out-dated idea in some circles, you may find.”




  Corinne smothered a giggle.




  “Very well, go on, ruin your life. Persist in choosing your own husband as your mother did. And don’t come running back to us if it has the same unfortunate consequences.”




  Suddenly Corinne felt less sure of herself, but at that moment Philippe and Louise appeared in the room as if by magic, emerging from the deep window embrasure.




  Grandmère Baylac gasped as she saw that Philippe’s arm was round Louise’s slim waist. Corinne was shocked when it seemed that Philippe had no intention of trying to explain—nor was he apparently trying to brazen things out. He seemed to have eyes for no one but Louise and Corinne could see that this was no longer part of any plan to annoy herself. Louise stood, slightly swaying, one hand shading her eyes from the sudden glare, the other clutching her throat.




  “Come and have a hot drink, Lou,” said Philippe in an intimate whisper. He brushed back a long fair lock of hair which was hiding her face. Corinne was even more shocked now that she took in Louise’s appearance. She looked somehow—wild—in the eyes especially. They were red-rimmed and blotchy as though she’d been crying. Her smart little white suit was grubby and creased, and a cobweb trailed from one sleeve. She couldn’t seem to bring herself to look Corinne in the eye. Corinne felt a wave of anger against her friend. What had she been up to that she refused to pass their usual signals? But loyalty prevailed and just as Madame Baylac stepped forward as though to examine the girl more closely, Corinne ran over and pulled Louise to a seat by a low table. Louise coughed and again clutched at her throat.




  “I guess you two have won the game,” said Corinne with exaggerated emphasis, hoping Philippe, too, would pick up her hints. “But you must admit, Philippe,” she went on,” you had the advantage—knowing all the best places for Hide and Seek.”




  Philippe stared at her for a moment then went on pouring out tea. He carried the cup to Louise.




  “Drink it up, ma biche,” he said, and stationed himself behind her chair, one hand resting lightly on her shoulder.




  Grandmère sat down opposite them, her face suffused with anger.




  “May I offer you another cup, Madame?” asked Philippe with sugary politeness. But he made no move to leave Louise.




  “Corinne!” spluttered Grandmère. “Perhaps you and Philippe had better go after the others—tell them—what has happened.”




  Philippe smiled and pulled a footstool close to Louise. He sat down and rested his arm along the arm of her chair. Just then Monsieur and Madame Duval, Grandpère, Christianne and Vincent came back into the room. Vincent stayed just inside the doorway as though he must distance himself from Philippe. Philippe stayed exactly where he was. Monsieur Baylac looked from the two young people to his wife who glared back at him. Madame Duval and Christianne looked questioningly at Corinne who avoided their eyes. Henri Duval strode over to his son and stood looking down on him.




  “Well?” he said sternly, and waited for an explanation.




  Slowly, Philippe got to his feet. Again, his hand went to Louise’s shoulder. She continued to stare down at the carpet.




  “Sorry we gave everybody a fright, Father,” drawled Philippe. “There’s no harm done, surely—except to poor Lou. She was a bit scared by those musty old passages—and the dust seems to have made her cough.”




  Louise’s body trembled under his touch and then, as though to back him up, she went into a paroxysm of coughing. Or was it an attack of hysteria, wondered Corinne. Philippe bent over her and encircled her with his arms. Over her shaking head he caught his mother’s eye.
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