
  
    
      
    
  


  Author’s Note


  I visited Martinique in 1976 and found it to be the beautiful, mysterious and haunting island of flowers I have described in the book.


  My son and I stayed at Leyritz, which I have described under the name of Vesonne-des-Arbres. Previously a plantation, the eighteenth-century house has been restored and made into an hotel in recent years by clever and attractive Madame Yveline de Lucy de Fossarieu.


  The old slave quarters, a glimpse of Martinique’s past and the period in which this book is set are now chalets and what was the storehouse, also featured in the story, is a very attractive dining room. It has been described as a Shangri-La and it is not surprising that when President Giscard d’Estaing of France wished to entertain President Ford of the U.S.A. on French soil he took him to Martinique and they lunched at Leyritz.


  When I arrived, I found in the beautiful salon of the main house an exhibition of dolls made of leaves like those I have described in this book. They were made by the young male Assistant Manager and ranged from a replica of Queen Elizabeth I to one of Josephine Baker.


  Slavery was abolished in the French Colonies, including Martinique, in 1848, six years after this story takes place. As I have described, the period leading up to the abolition was one of change and my fictional hero, Le Comte de Vesonne, is striving to improve working conditions on his sugar plantation.


  St. Pierre, the ‘Paris of the West Indies’, was destroyed by the eruption of Mont Pelée in 1902 when thirty thousand people were killed in three minutes. Much of it was rebuilt, but its gaiety and commercial importance has been transferred to Fort de France.


  To me Martinique is one of the most fascinating places in the world.


   


  Chapter One

  1842


  As the ship slowly moved into the harbour, Melita stood on deck and looked with delight at the island ahead of her.


  She had expected Martinique to be beautiful but it exceeded all her expectations and was in fact the most beautiful place she had ever seen.


  The town of St. Pierre had been built in a crescent shape between a curving beach and a correspondingly curving hill, which was verdant green against the vivid blue of the sky.


  Towering to the left of it was Mont Pelée, which Melita had learnt meant, ‘Bald Mountain’, due to a bare spot near its summit.


  An unromantic name, but the rest of it was vividly green with trees that included those she was longing to see like the mahoganies, gum trees and the ‘fromagers’, besides banana, mango and coconut trees.


  All the way from England the Officers on board ship had regaled her with stories of the beauty of Martinique and its strange, mysterious rain forests.


  Now she was entranced with the town of St. Pierre and, while she was standing looking at its white houses with their red roofs and the high twin turrets of what she thought must be the Cathedral, a ship’s Officer said at her side,


  “It’s called ‘The Paris of the West Indies’.”


  “It is very beautiful!”


  “It’s also very gay,” he laughed and went on his way.


  It had been a strange and at times very frightening voyage and yet Melita thought that she would never forget the kindness that had been shown to her by the ship’s Officers and the other passengers.


  At first she had been too unhappy at the thought of leaving England and too frightened of what the future held to seek companionship.


  She had stayed in her cabin feeling helpless and numbed by the swift tide of events.


  Then, with the elasticity of youth, she had known that somehow she had to face what lay ahead and it was no use trying to avoid it.


  So she had gone up on deck to feel the bitter December winds in her face and find that their very roughness gave her a new courage.


  She had experienced a different kind of fear when they met a storm in the Atlantic, which had threatened to capsize the ship.


  It had been so terrifying that Melita, like most of the passengers, had felt that their last hour had come.


  And yet by sheer good seamanship they had survived and, when they had moved into tropical waters, the sunshine, the emerald and blue of the sea and the brilliance of the sky had swept away the memory of their terror.


  But now Melita knew that she was afraid again, afraid of what she would find in Martinique – and most afraid of all of her unknown employers.


  The very word sent a little shiver down her spine.


  What would it be like to be employed? To have to do someone else’s bidding, to be ordered about knowing that one dare not answer back or refuse to obey.


  For a moment it seemed as if the sunshine that enveloped the town ahead was dimmed and she wished that she could run away from what was waiting for her.


  But where could she run?


  She knew there was nowhere.


  She could hardly believe it was possible that her life could have changed so dramatically from the first week in December.


  It was then that her stepmother had told her what she had in her mind.


  “I want to talk to you, Melita,” she said, and Melita had known instinctively from the hard note in her voice that what she was about to say was unpleasant.


  She had known as soon as her father married again that her life was not going to be easy and that between her and this strange woman who was attempting to fill her mother’s place there was already an antipathy.


  She had known it as soon as the new Lady Cranleigh came flouncing into the house in Eaton Place and had seemed so large and overbearing when Melita compared her to her small, gentle, sweet-faced mother.


  “So this is Melita!”


  There was something disparaging in her tone, something that told Melita all too clearly that her stepmother was not impressed by her appearance.


  “My dearest,” her father had said, “you received my letter?”


  “Yes, thank you, Papa. You told me you were to be married. I, of course, wish you every possible happiness.”


  “I am sure we will be very happy,” her father had replied a little awkwardly.


  Melita knew that he was embarrassed and had no wish to talk about his marriage.


  Responsive as she always was to her father’s moods, she said,


  “There are sandwiches and drinks waiting for you in the study, Papa. I thought you would not wish for anything very substantial as dinner will be ready in an hour-and-a-half.”


  “I shall need a bath and someone to unpack for me,” the new Lady Cranleigh answered almost aggressively, as if she suspected that she was being neglected.


  “A housemaid is waiting upstairs,” Melita explained, “and the footmen are carrying the trunks up at this moment.”


  “Perhaps I had better see to it.”


  “There is really no need,” Melita answered, but even as she spoke she realised that she had said the wrong thing.


  Her stepmother had no intention of allowing her, a mere child of seventeen, to arrange anything for her and she made that abundantly clear in the days that followed.


  When Melita was alone with her father, she longed to ask him why he had married again and why he had chosen this bossy self-assertive woman, who was in complete contrast to everything her mother had been.


  But there was no need to ask the question.


  She learnt all too quickly that her stepmother had money and what was more she was related to a number of very important families, including that of the Foreign Secretary.


  Melita had always known that her father was ambitious, but now she realised how far his ambition could carry him, although she was quite certain that in the first instance he had been the pursued rather than the pursuer.


  ‘I shall just have to make the best of it,’ she told herself with a sigh.


  None of them, neither Melita, her father nor Lady Cranleigh, had envisaged how little time there was to be to make the best or even the worst of the situation they found themselves in.


  A year after he had married for the second time and a year ago this Christmas Sir Edward had died.


  It had been such a shock that, even after Melita had followed her father’s coffin to the graveside, she could hardly believe it was true.


  Always when she came back to the house she expected to hear his voice and at night she would sometimes go to his bedroom to make quite certain that she had not been dreaming and that he was in fact there and alive.


  Now in deep mourning only a year after she was a bride, the new Lady Cranleigh, as she said herself, ‘faced the tragedy with fortitude’.


  She certainly had a large number of friends to console her and the fact that she looked extremely attractive in black was no doubt some compensation for the loss of her husband.


  To Melita it was as if the light had gone out of her life.


  She had thought when she lost her mother that nothing would ever be the same again, but, when her father went, it was as if the mainstay and prop of her very existence had been swept away from beside her with one blow.


  She and her father had always been very close and wherever he was appointed in his diplomatic career Melita went with him and however busy he was he always had found time for her.


  It was an agony after he died to look back on how happy they had been in Vienna and what trouble he had taken to explain to her in Italy the history of its great monuments and buildings.


  He had made the past come alive because he was not only a very distinguished diplomat but also a notable scholar.


  After he was dead Melita’s only consolation was to read the books in his study and try to imagine that he was explaining them to her as he had done during his lifetime.


  It was perhaps, she thought later, because she found so much consolation and interest in reading that her stepmother had decided her future.


  She had felt too unhappy and miserable to join the tea parties, which even while she was in mourning, Lady Cranleigh continued to give every Thursday.


  She was seldom asked to join the small but amusing dinner parties that even a widow could give without outraging the proprieties.


  Then, one December morning, when the sky was grey and even the big fires in every room at Eaton Place could not keep out the chill winds, Lady Cranleigh dropped what was to Melita a bombshell.


  “I have been thinking of your future, Melita,” she began and her eyes, as she rested them on her stepdaughter’s face, held an undoubted expression of hostility.


  This was due, Melita had realised without being conceited, to the fact that in the last two years she had grown very pretty.


  Her fair hair which resembled her mother’s was like spring sunshine and her eyes, which were a very dark blue, seemed to fill her small face with its delicate pink-and-white skin which reminded people of Dresden china.


  She was exquisitely made and walked with a grace that might have been envied by a ballerina.


  “Thank God you move like a dancer,” her father had said once. “I cannot bear clumsy women who rise from a chair as if they are activated by wires.”


  Melita had laughed, but she knew what he meant.


  Her mother had seemed to float into a room as if she was a piece of thistledown and she always hoped that she emulated her.


  She was in fact a complete contrast to her stepmother who was heavily built and likely in middle age to grow heavier still.


  “My future?” Melita questioned.


  “That is what I said,” Lady Cranleigh replied. “I don’t know if you have any ideas on the subject.”


  “I don’t – think I – understand.”


  She had imagined, because there was no alternative, that she would live with her stepmother and make her debut this Season, which she had been unable to do last year because she was in mourning.


  It had always been planned that she would be presented to the Queen at Buckingham Palace, after which she would attend the innumerable balls and assemblies that supplied the background to other debutantes in the Social world.


  “I think we had best be completely frank with each other,” Lady Cranleigh said, “and I will start by telling you that I have no intention at my age of being a Dowager or a chaperone to a young girl.”


  Melita looked at her wide-eyed.


  “I don’t – think there is – anyone else who would bring me out,” she said after a moment. “Papa always said he had very few – living relatives and Mama’s family, as you know, came from Northumberland.”


  “I think you would find it difficult to inveigle anyone, even if you had a relative willing to do it, into introducing you to Society when there is no money to pay for it,” Lady Cranleigh snapped.


  “No – money?” Melita questioned.


  “I have been looking closely into your father’s affairs,” Lady Cranleigh replied, “and I find that, when everything has been settled and the mortgage on this house paid off, there will be nothing left for you.”


  Melita clasped her hands together.


  She had known after her mother’s death, when she was coping with the finances of Eaton Place, that it was in fact too expensive for them, but her father had not listened.


  When she had suggested moving into a smaller house, he ignored her and so they drifted on hoping that something would turn up and that one day he would be solvent again.


  Now Melita saw only too clearly that her father had been living in a fool’s paradise.


  There had never been any chance of his making enough money to clear the debts that had steadily accumulated without a wealthy wife.


  That was just what he proceeded to do and there was no doubt that in the year of his second marriage he had been more opulent than at any other time in his life.


  Looking back, Melita realised how many more luxuries they had then compared with the previous years.


  Her father had not only given her delightful and exquisite presents, he had also spent a considerable amount of money on her clothes and the horses he gave her to ride.


  Now uncomfortably Melita realised, as she had not understood before, that everything she received had been paid for not with her father’s money but with her stepmother’s.


  Lady Cranleigh was watching the expression on her face.


  “I see you understand,” she said, “and, while during your father’s lifetime, I was quite prepared to pay for his daughter, I don’t intend to continue to do so now he is dead.”


  Her face hardened as she continued,


  “What is more, I will tell you quite frankly that I don’t want you living here in this house with me.”


  “Then – what am I to – do?” Melita asked helplessly.


  “That is what I intend to tell you,” Lady Cranleigh answered, “and just so as you understand, Melita, you have no alternative but to agree to my suggestion.”


  Melita waited apprehensively.


  She had the feeling, although she could not be sure of it, that Lady Cranleigh was embarrassed by what she had to say.


  Nevertheless she was determined to say it.


  “When your father and I were in Paris three months before his death,” Lady Cranleigh said, “we met a charming man, the Comte de Vesonne. He told me that he has a small daughter he is apparently devoted to.


  “He talked about her to your father and they both agreed that the most important part of a girl’s education is an ability to speak languages.


  “When we parted he said to me, ‘when Rose-Marie is a little older, madame, I shall beg you to find an English Governess for her. I would wish her to speak English as well as French and, when she grows older, there are other languages I shall add to her curriculum’.”


  Lady Cranleigh paused to say,


  “I think you are beginning to guess what plans I have made for you.”


  Melita was incapable of answering her stepmother, who went on,


  “Last August I wrote to the Comte de Vesonne and told him I had found what I thought would prove to be an excellent Governess for his daughter. I received an answer two days ago. He has asked me to despatch the Governess as soon as possible to St. Pierre in Martinique!”


  “Martinique?”


  It was rather difficult for Melita to say the word.


  “You mean – I should go there alone to live with people I have never – seen?”


  “For Heaven’s sake, girl, you have to grow up sometime!” Lady Cranleigh replied.


  “B-but it is – too far away,” Melita managed to say.


  Lady Cranleigh shrugged her shoulders.


  “That, as it happens, suits my purpose. I have no wish for people to say that I have driven you into earning your own living and there are certain to be those who because they are jealous of me will suggest that I ought to chaperone you and find you a suitable husband. But I am too young for that, Melita – far too young!”


  She was, Melita knew, at least thirty-five, but she had the feeling these past months that her stepmother was determined to marry again and she could understand only too well that she did not wish the encumbrance or indeed the competition of a younger woman.


  Melita had risen to her feet to walk across the breakfast room.


  “Surely there is – something else I can – do?”


  “You could go into a Convent. If you would prefer to incarcerate yourself in a kind of tomb, I certainly will not stop you.”


  “No – no, I could not do that,” Melita said, “but Martinique – it is the other side of the world.”


  She saw the expression on her stepmother’s face and knew that was what had recommended it to her as a decidedly suitable situation.


  “I have – never taught anybody. What do I know about teaching?”


  “The child is not very old,” Lady Cranleigh retorted, “and I should have thought with all that reading you do and the trouble and expense your father took over your education, you would know enough to be able to impart it to some little creole who is not likely to be very intelligent anyway.”


  “But supposing the Comte and Comtesse do not like me?” Melita said. “What shall I do then?”


  “You had better make sure they do, unless you are prepared to swim home,” Lady Cranleigh said.


  She rose to her feet and looked at Melita with undisguised hostility.


  “I have already replied to the Comte’s letter to say that you will be on the ship that leaves Southampton in two weeks’ time. I will pay your passage to Martinique and I will give you one hundred pounds. That is more than is left in your father’s estate so you should think yourself very lucky to have it!”


  “And when that is – spent?” Melita asked.


  She turned to face her stepmother almost piteously as she asked the question.


  At that moment a pale gleam of winter sunshine came through the window to illuminate her fair hair almost as if it was a halo.


  She looked very lovely and very insubstantial.


  “You can starve in the gutter for all I care!” Lady Cranleigh said in answer to her question and left the room slamming the door behind her.


  It had seemed to Melita in the days that followed that she moved in a nightmare she could not awake from.


  As she supervised the packing of her trunks, taking with her not only her own treasured possessions but also everything she could that had belonged personally to her mother, she thought it could not be happening.


  She could not be leaving England, perhaps for the rest of her life. She had visions of being so inadequate a Governess that she was dismissed and of seeing the one hundred pounds melting away before she found other employment.


  ‘I shall starve!’ she thought frantically.


  Then she remembered almost as a comforting thought that there was always the sea.


  It would not be too hard to die if she could join her mother and father. At least she would not be alone as she was alone at the moment in a hostile world where there was no one she could turn to for help.


  Vaguely she thought of trying to get in touch with her cousins and any other relatives she must have in Northumberland. But then she remembered that to them she would be merely an encumbrance, an unattached woman without money, and she shrank from contacting them.


  But there was in fact no time for her to do anything except obey her stepmother’s instructions, pack her boxes and travel to Southampton.


  Because she suddenly felt extremely ignorant and quite incapable of teaching anyone, even a young child, she packed a number of her father’s books feeling that by doing so even in the new world she would not lose contact with him.


  They made her feel even more alone and unhappy as she touched the well-thumbed pages and those that had been her childhood favourites brought tears to her eyes.


  She could hear his deep voice reciting lines of poetry to her that he knew, because they were so close, she would enjoy as much as he did.


  “Oh, Papa, Papa,” she wept, but she knew that there was nothing she could do except carry out her stepmother’s plans.


  Up to the last moment she had had a feeling that perhaps a miracle would save her, but when the ship finally sailed out of Southampton Harbour she had been too blinded by tears to take a last glimpse of the land of her birth.


  There had actually not been much to see because it was a grey drizzly day, the sky was overcast and the sea as dark as steel.


  By contrast the great rollers breaking on the beach at Martinique were the colour of Melita’s eyes and the sky was a translucent blue that was unlike any colour she had ever seen before.


  As the ship slowly nosed its way towards the long jetties, she saw innumerable little boats in the harbour, some of them with their sails up running before the wind, others moored to buoys and a large number of three-masted schooners anchored near the shore.


  There were pennants and flags fluttering from their mastheads and they gave the harbour an air of festivity, which made it seem almost as if St. Pierre was en fête.


  ‘The Paris of the West Indies,’ Melita said to herself and then she knew that whatever the town was like it would not concern her.


  She had learnt by studying the letter the Comte had written to Lady Cranleigh that the house or château where she was going was not in St. Pierre but some way outside.


   


   


  ‘I myself, will meet the lady you are sending us,’ the Comte had written in an elegant educated hand, ‘and I assure you, madame, we will do everything in our power to make her feel at home.’


   


  ‘At home!’ Melita thought scornfully.


  How could she ever feel at home amongst strangers in a strange land?


  And yet even if Martinique was strange. it was certainly beautiful.


  Although she had been frantically busy with her packing, before she left London she had found time to go to Moody’s Library in Mount Street to ask if they had any books on Martinique.


  The librarian, who had often helped her before in finding books that she and her father wanted to read, searched and searched, but could find nothing that was particularly helpful.


  There were just a few paragraphs in an encyclopaedia and a map that he admitted was not likely to be very accurate.


  Nevertheless the map had seemed to Melita to give her a better idea of the island than she had had before.


  She found St. Pierre marked quite clearly and a little to the North of it there was Mont Pelée. To the South there was another town and harbour marked ‘Fort de France’.


  The history of the island told briefly and baldly was that Christopher Columbus had discovered Martinique in 1502. Finding the natives, who were called Caribs, unfriendly, he did not stay there.


  It was not until later that Martinique was colonised by the French and afterwards it had been captured several times and taken over by other foreigners including the English.


  But finally it had returned to France and remained French territory.


  Melita had visited Paris with her father, but he had never had a diplomatic post in France and she wished now that she knew more about the French.


  They had seemed charming, delightful, courteous people, but she had not been grown up when they had visited Paris and she had met no one socially but diplomats.


  What did she know of the ordinary people? She had a feeling that they were different in every way from the English. After all, their countries had been enemies and from time to time at war for many years.


  ‘Suppose they dislike me just because I am English?’ Melita said to herself apprehensively.


  She knew she was nervous in a way that she had never been nervous in her life before, as the ship drew nearer and nearer to the jetty.


  She went down below to her cabin and put on a cloak of silk taffeta, which had been made in the latest fashion before she left London.


  She was determined that, whatever else, she would not appear in her new position looking like a crushed miserable Governess who was utterly dependent on the whims of her employer.


  So she had sold a small diamond ring, which had belonged to her mother, and spent the proceeds on clothes.


  When her stepmother realised what she had done, she sniffed and said scathingly,


  “If you like to dissipate your only assets on personal adornment, I shall not stop you! But don’t ask me for more money, for I have no intention of giving it to you!”


  Melita had not replied, but she had thought to herself that she would rather die than go begging to her stepmother.


  For the last year while she had been in mourning all her clothes were black and those she had worn previously were either too young for her now or quite unsuitable to be worn by a Governess.


  She realised that the climate in Martinique would be hot and she therefore bought yards of voiles and muslins to make into gowns during the long voyage.


  Although her father had taught her from books, her mother had been an expert needlewoman and had taught Melita to sew.


  “Every woman should be able to use her needle,” she had said once, “and, dearest, you will find it useful in life to be able to make your own gowns should you ever have to do so.”


  Her mother had just been talking vaguely, Melita had thought at the time. But now she wondered if perhaps she had been clairvoyant enough to know that one day her daughter would be very glad of such a feminine accomplishment.


  The silk taffeta cape, which had been expensive, and her bonnet with its decoration of soft lace framing her face not only looked chic but also extremely becoming.


  There were blue ribbons tied under her chin and when she went up on deck carrying a leather bag containing her money and her jewels she knew that while her heart was thumping apprehensively and she felt very vulnerable and very afraid, she looked a Lady of Fashion.


  The jetty and the quay beyond were crowded with people and Melita went to the rail of the ship to look for her future employer.


  She had asked her stepmother to give her a description of the Comte, but she had been vague, perhaps purposely so, Melita thought.


  “Quite a nice looking man, about your father’s height,” she had answered coldly. “I cannot tell you anything more about him. All Frenchmen look alike to me!”


  “Has he any other children besides the one I have to teach?”


  “I really have no idea,” Lady Cranleigh replied. “I was not particularly concerned with the Comte at the time. It was only after your father’s death that I thought he might be useful – as indeed he has proved to be.”


  ‘I don’t even know if he is young or middle-aged,’ Melita thought.


  She told herself, however, reassuringly that he would undoubtedly find her and, when the gangplank was put down, great crowds of people swarmed up it and onto the ship.
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