

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


It was at the beginning of the seventeenth century that the English aristocrats became connoisseurs and began making collections for their Stately Homes.


The greatest portrait painter of the era was Sir Anthony Van Dyck and it is thought that he was seen first in Rubens’s Studio in Antwerp by travelling Noblemen.


It was men like Thomas Howard the Earl of Arundel, who persuaded Van.Dyck to come to England.


After eleven years, when his skill was known and admired all over Europe, he returned to England for a second time to begin a series of portraits of the Royal Family.


His triple portrait of King Charles I was a brilliant example of his skill.


Another of Van Dyck’s wonderful portraits was of Thomas Wentworth the Earl of Stafford, while others were of Lord Derby and the Earl of Penbrook.


It became a trademark of every Van Dyck picture that the hands of his subject, with their thin aristocratic fingers, were outstanding and different from the hands painted by any other artist.




  Chapter One ~ 1874


As the carriage turned into Grosvenor Square, Lady Odela Ford was feeling nervous.


All the way from Florence she had been thinking excitedly about coming home and seeing her father again.


Now, although she tried not to, she felt apprehensive.


After a year of misery and loneliness when her mother had died, her father, the Earl of Shalford, had married again rather too rapidly.


He had told her in a somewhat embarrassed manner that he intended to marry a widow, Lady Dean.


Odela could remember her dismay at this news all too vividly.


She had already met Lady Dean and she thought somewhat scornfully that she was fawning on her father in an exaggerated way.


Odela loved him and understood how desperately he missed her mother as she did. .She was therefore too tactful to make any protest.


Esme Dean had then taken over the house, even before the Wedding took place very quietly.


Odela had to admit that her stepmother was very attractive and she always said the most flattering things to everybody she met.


Everything she did, anywhere she went, was ‘too wonderful for words’ and she never spoke to her husband without complimenting him on his brains, his looks and his exalted position in life.


At first Odela chided herself for being critical and then she knew instinctively that this was an exaggerated pose that was invariably hypocritical.


It had nothing to do with her stepmother’s real feelings.


In a way Odela was not surprised when, immediately after the Wedding was over, the new Countess began to say to her husband,


“Odela is so clever, darling, just like you, and we must be careful that we don’t waste her brain.”


To Odela herself she would say,


“It’s quite unnecessary for you to be both pretty and clever. You should not work so hard and spoil your beautiful eyes.”


Odela soon found that these remarks were merely stepping stones.


Her stepmother had decided that she should go abroad to what was known as a ‘Finishing School’.


There were in fact two or three in England, but the Countess considered that they were not good enough.


“I am told by the most reliable people,” she said to the Earl, “that the Seminary for Young Ladies in Florence is noted for its brilliant teachers.”


She paused before she added with a smile,


“The aristocrats from every country in Europe send their daughters there and what could be better for dear little Odela than to be able to speak French and Italian fluently?”


Odela had not objected because she knew that it was hopeless to do so.


She was also finding it hard to tolerate the many changes her stepmother was making in their two houses that had been her mother’s pride and joy. 


Fortunately, Odela thought, the new Countess was not particularly interested in Shalford Hall in the country.


In London the old servants were dismissed and new faces were brought in to take their place.


Odela, as it happened was extremely intelligent.


She knew that it would be foolish and unkind to her father if, as soon as he had remarried, she quarrelled with her stepmother.


He was quite obviously besotted with his young and beautiful wife. He would therefore not have been prepared to listen to anything that was said against her.


Then the moment came when the Countess said in direct tones,


“I have news for you, dearest Odela, which I am sure will please you. You know, dear child, that all I want is your happiness, but I also want you to be a huge success when you become a debutante.”


She paused and, as Odela did not speak, she then went on,


“Your father, who in his marvellous way is always thinking of other people rather than himself, has agreed that you should go to Florence for a year!”


She gave a little laugh, which her admirers always said was like the tinkling of bells, before she continued,


“I know that there you will learn to be as clever as your wonderful father and also have all the graces that every woman should have if she is to shine in London Society.”


Odela drew in her breath, but had merely asked, 


“When do you want me to leave, Papa?” 


“Immediately!” her stepmother answered for him, “and you will return at exactly the same time next year when I know you will burst like a meteor on London and dazzle us all.”


She gave another laugh before she added,


“You are a lucky, lucky girl! And, of course, it is all due to your kind and understanding father, who I know will miss you while you are away.”


Odela had forced herself to say that she was grateful for the opportunity.


At the same time she was well aware that her stepmother had got her own way and achieved what she had set out to do.


She had, however, experienced a shock when she went upstairs.


She learnt that her Nanny, who had been with her ever since she was born, had been told that her services were no longer required.


It was then she had flung her arms around her neck exclaiming,


“You cannot leave, Nanny, I cannot lose you! Mama always said you would stay with us all your life!”


“Your mother, God rest her soul, said the same thing to me,” Nanny replied, “but her Ladyship has other ideas.” 


“I will speak to Papa! I cannot let you go!” Odela cried.


“It won’t be any use, dearie,” Nanny answered. “Her Ladyship’ll get her way and she wants all the old staff out so that she can bring in those who toady to her!”


“But how can I manage without you?” Odela asked helplessly, the tears running down her cheeks.


“You’re goin’ away for a year,” Nanny said, “and when you come back perhaps her Ladyship’ll let me return to maid you.”


“Oh, Nanny, do you think she will?” Odela enquired.


Even as she spoke she knew that it was very unlikely.


The Countess had a smart French lady’s maid, who went tittle-tatting to her with everything that went on in the household.


Odela was quite certain that her stepmother had sensed that Nanny did not like her and once she was out of the house she would never be able to return.


She cried bitterly when she had to say ‘goodbye’ to Nanny.


She wrote to her every week while she was away and she could not have told her father the problems and difficulties that she inevitably encountered in a strange school in a foreign land.


She just knew that Nanny would understand.


It made her feel better to put everything down on paper and be sure that Nanny would read it with love.


*


She thought now that everything would be very different if Nanny was waiting for her in Grosvenor Square.


As the carriage drew up outside Shalford House, she saw two strange footmen putting down the red carpet.


And there was an unfamiliar butler waiting for her in the doorway.


“Welcome home, my Lady,” he said respectfully as she entered. “Her Ladyship’s in her sitting room.”


“Sitting room?” Odela queried.


“On the first floor, my Lady, next to her Ladyship’s bedroom.”


Odela remembered then that it had always been called a ‘boudoir’.


Immediately after she was married the Countess had said,


“As I wish to entertain my friends in my own room, I think ‘boudoir’ sounds too intimate. In future I will call it my ‘sitting room’.”


“You can call it anything you like, my darling,” the Earl replied, “as long as you are in it.”


His wife’s eyes looked up at him adoringly.


“Oh, Arthur, that is what I want you to think,” she simpered, “and you know that, when I am working in my sitting room, it will be so that everything in the house is perfect for you.”


Odela went up the stairs, conscious as she did so that the nervousness she had felt in the carriage had now intensified.


She told herself it was ridiculous and that there was nothing to fear or be frightened about.


While her brain said one thing, however, her instinct told her something different.


The butler opened the door and she saw at once that the room was completely changed from when her mother had used it.


The curtains, the covers and the carpet were all new and the antique furniture, which had been very attractive, had all been replaced with what was more ornate and flamboyant and much more modern.


There were marble-topped tables, which were carved and gilded and there was a far larger chandelier than in her mother’s time.


The pictures had nearly all gone and instead there were gold-framed mirrors.


And they reflected the beauty of its new occupant.


As Odela appeared, the Countess rose from the chair where she had been sitting and held out both her hands.


“Odela!” she exclaimed. “How delightful to see you.”


She kissed her on both cheeks.


Then she put her hands on her shoulders to hold her away from her.


“How pretty you have grown,” she remarked. “Yes, very very pretty! You will be the belle of every ball I will take you to!”


It all sounded very convincing.


Odela. However. sensed, although she told herself that it was unreasonable, that there was something behind all this.


Something that she could not put a name to, but which was undoubtedly there.


“Now sit down,” the Countess was saying, “and I will tell you just how much we have to do – ”


“I hope, Stepmama,” Odela interrupted, “that I will be able to go down to the country. I have been looking forward to riding Dragonfly.”


“Dragonfly?” the Countess repeated in a perplexed tone. “Oh, your horse.”


“Papa told me that he was well,” Odela said, “and it is so lovely at The Hall in the spring!”


“Yes, I know, dear,” the Countess agreed, “but you will know that the Season has started and we are booked to attend two or three parties nearly every night for the next three months.”


Odela prevented herself from giving an exclamation of horror.


And then the Countess went on,


“Of course, you will have to have some new clothes and your father in his usual generous open-handed way, has said that I can buy you anything I think necessary. What a wonderful, wonderful man he is!”


“I have some quite pretty clothes,” Odela replied, “which I bought in Florence.”


The Countess laughed a little scornfully.


“Florence! Most of the smart clothes in London come from Paris and when you see them you will realise that there is nothing like French chic and an elegance that is unattainable anywhere else in the world.”


Odela did not argue, she merely listened.


She felt her heart sink at the idea that she should be confined in London for the Season.


She wanted to go to Shalford Hall, which was in the most beautiful part of Oxfordshire.


All the way home from Florence she had been thinking of the crocuses, white, purple and yellow, flowering under the oak trees.


The snowdrops and the violets in the greenery and the golden kingcups all round the lake.


“We shall have to work very fast,” the Countess was saying. “There is a ball at Devonshire House next week and you must have something really spectacular for that occasion.”


She smiled at Odela and then continued,


“I think too that your father intends to speak to the Prince of Wales so that you are included in one of the parties to be given at Marlborough House.”


She paused before she added,


“Do you realise what a lucky, lucky girl you are to have such an important and distinguished father? Debutantes are never invited to Marlborough House.”


Odela was thinking about Dragonfly.


She was planning in her mind how, even if she went to Shalford Hall for only one night, she must somehow see him.


She wanted to be quite sure that he was just as splendid as he had been before she went away.


She had owned Dragonfly since he was a foal and had trained him herself. He came when she called him and nuzzled against her to show his love.


He would take fences that the grooms thought were too high for her simply to show that he could do it.


The Countess was talking on about what colours would suit her and what gowns would be outstanding in any ballroom.


“Thank Goodness,” she commented, “we have the bustle and not the crinoline. You will look absolutely lovely, Odela, with a bustle at the back of your gowns.”


She smiled before she carried on,


“It’s so exciting to think that money is no object.” 


She said the last sentence in such an ecstatic way that Odela looked at her in surprise.


“I am sure that Papa would not want me to be over-extravagant,” she replied.


There was a little pause before the Countess said, 


“Your father will tell you about that himself.”


The way she spoke told Odela that there was something important that he had to tell her.


She wondered what it could possibly be.


*


That evening her father came back from the House of Lords obviously delighted to see her.


He held her close in his arms as he said,


“I have missed you, my dearest daughter!”


He looked at her searchingly and added, almost as if he was speaking to himself,


“You are so much like your mother. You are in fact almost identical to the way she looked when I married her.”


There was a note in his voice that told Odela that he had not forgotten her mother.


“You could not have said anything, Papa,” she replied, “that could please me more. If I was half as pretty as Mama, I would be very happy!”


“You are very pretty, my dear,” her father said, “or perhaps the right word is ‘lovely’.”


They were in his study and Odela thought that he looked towards the door before he added,


“There will never be anybody like your mother and you must never forget her!”


“Of course I could never forget her,” Odela responded. “I think of her every day and, when I pray to her, I feel that she is very near to me.”


Her father put his hands on her shoulders.


“I am quite certain she is,” he said quietly.


Then her stepmother came bustling into the study to say,


“Is it not delightful to have dear little Odela home with us? But now you must hurry and dress for dinner or you will both be late.”


“I hope we don’t have guests this evening?” the Earl asked rather pointedly.


The way he spoke told Odela that there were always guests at Grosvenor Square and at times he was bored with them.


The Countess slipped her arm through his.


“How can you imagine, dearest Arthur, that I would spoil the happiness of Odela’s first evening back at home by having strangers with us.”


She stopped speaking a moment before she continued.


“I want to hear what she has been learning and I know when dinner is over that you have something special to tell her.”


The Earl frowned as if she had been indiscreet and the Countess walked towards the door as she was saying,


“Now, come along, Odela. You must make yourself look really lovely for your father and no one knows better than he does how important are the poise and polish you have obtained from a Cosmopolitan education.”


They dined at a table that was large enough to accommodate at least thirty guests. It was decorated with golden candelabra and elaborate ornaments that her mother had only used on special occasions. There was also an arrangement of orchids on the table.


The flowers that decorated the drawing room where they met before dinner must, Odela thought, have cost a fortune.


She was wearing one of the pretty gowns that she had bought in Florence.


The dressmaker had told .her that it was the copy of a French model.


Odela saw her stepmother’s eyes appraising her up and down and knew that despite herself she was impressed. 


She said, however, in her usual gushing tone,


“Is it not lovely, Arthur, to have Odela with us? And I am so looking forward to presenting her to our friends and, of course, to Her Majesty Queen Victoria at her first ‘drawing room’.”


“I have arranged it, as you asked me to,” the Earl pointed out somewhat heavily.


“I knew you would,” the Countess replied. “You must thank your clever father, Odela, for as usual, he has been able to pull strings as no one else could do.”


“Of course I am grateful, Papa,” Odela said quickly, “but I am hoping that we shall have time to go home, before I am completely snowed under by engagements.” 


Her father looked at her and she knew by the expression in his eyes that he understood that by ‘home’ she meant their house in the country.


And not the London house where her mother had spent as little time as possible.


Before he could speak the Countess gave a cry.


“I have already told Odela, Arthur darling, that she will have to wait until the end of the Season before we return to The Hall.”


The Earl did not speak and Odela said,


“I know you will understand, Papa, that I am longing to see Dragonfly. I loved reading about him in the letters you wrote to me. I must see him now that I am back from Florence.”


“Yes, of course,” the Earl said, “and, if we cannot manage anything longer, we will slip down to The Hall one Saturday night and stay through until Monday.”


Even as Odela’s eyes lit up, the Countess said,


“Of course, Arthur dearest, we will all go to the country if you want to, but some of the best balls I have already accepted for Odela take place on a Saturday night.”


She paused and then put out her hand to lay it on his.


“But, dearest, it shall be exactly as you wish and we will manage it somehow, although it may be difficult.”


Even as she spoke, Odela knew only too well that her stepmother would put every possible obstacle in the way of them going to the country even for a weekend.


But she was far too clever to say so.


From the way her father changed the subject she realised that he was as aware of this as she was.


They talked about other issues and the current political scene until dinner was over.


As they left the dining room, the Earl told the butler to bring a glass of brandy to his study.


“I know, dearest,” the Countess said, “that you want to be alone with Odela. I have therefore asked two of my friends to join me after dinner.”


The Earl looked surprised, but he merely replied,


“That is very tactful of you, my dear, I have a great deal to talk about to Odela.”


“I always try to do what pleases you,” the Countess said coyly and kissed him on the cheek.


Odela walked with her father along the passage to his study.


She was aware as she did so that her stepmother was running eagerly upstairs to the drawing room.


She thought that it was as if she was glad to be free of them. But it was just a passing thought.


Then, as Odela entered her father’s study, she saw to her relief that it was the one room that was unchanged.


There were the same well-worn red leather sofa and armchairs.


The same large flat-topped desk piled with her father’s papers.


And there were the same pictures of horses and dogs that she had loved so much as a child.


There were even more of them in her father’s study in the country and she mused that he only felt at home when his sporting pictures were around him.


. “It is marvellous to see you again, Papa,” she said. “I missed you so much when I was away for so long.”


Impulsively she put her arms around his neck and kissed him.


“I would have liked you to come back for your holidays,” her father told her, “but your stepmother felt that it might prevent you from concentrating on your studies.”


Odela knew that her stepmother did not want her home, but she merely replied,


“Well, I have finished with that now, and I hope you will be pleased, Papa, at how much I have learnt.”


“You are back home,” he sighed, “and that is all that really matters.”


He sat down on the red leather sofa and, when Odela sat beside him, he put his arm around her.


“I have so much to tell you,” he said.


“What about?” Odela enquired.


She thought with surprise that he was feeling for words, but then he began,


“Do you remember your grandmother?”


“Do you mean Mama’s mother?”


“Yes.”


“Of course I remember her,” Odela replied. “But she died when I was ten.”


“Yes, I know,” her father answered, “and she was particularly fond of you because you resembled your mother so closely.”


“I remember her saying that,” Odela said, “and she had that miniature of me painted which used to hang in Mama’s boudoir.”


As she spoke, she wondered what had happened to the miniature now.


Then her father said, as if she had asked him the question, 


“I have it in the drawer of my desk and, when you compare it with that of your mother at about the same age, it is very difficult to tell you apart.”


“It is wonderful to think that I am like Mama,” Odela said with a little sigh.


She wanted to add that she was very thankful not to look like her stepmother.


Her mother had been very fair, but the new Countess had red lights in her brown hair, which Odela suspected were not entirely natural.


At the same time she was very pretty. But there was something superficial about her that there had never been in her mother’s beauty.


“I always thought,” her father said unexpectedly, “that your mother was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. But it was not only her beauty that made me love her.”


Odela was listening intently as he went on,


“She had a spiritual quality about her that you, my darling, have as well. It is something that you cannot learn out of a book or be taught by somebody else, however wise.”


He smiled at her as he carried on,


“It is something that comes from within you.” 


Odela put her head against his shoulder,


“Oh, Papa, I would rather you told me that than gave me the most marvellous wonderful present in the whole world!”
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