

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The famous Hampton Court Palace, where this story begins, has since Tudor times been the background for some of the most colourful and crucial events in British history.


Built by the powerful and brilliant but awe-inspiring Cardinal Wolsey, it incorporated all his dreams of glory.


The many walls were emblazoned with cloth of gold, the illuminated carved and painted ceilings and the dazzling tapestries, the gold plates, cruets and salt cellars encrusted with rubies, diamonds and pearls all added to the stature of a man who was the son of a butler from Suffolk.


The staff of The Palace contained over five hundred persons, which was not excessive according to the number of guests the Cardinal entertained. The Constable of France arrived with one hundred of his Nobles, their guards and servants, totalling six hundred altogether!


But Wolsey lost the King’s favour and his death, when he was fifty-five, saved him from the executioner’s block.


Hampton Court has long been renowned for its ghosts. Jane Seymour, the third wife of Henry VIII who died in childbirth, can be seen dressed in white. She carries a lit phantom taper and wanders forlornly up and down the stairs.


King Henry’s fifth wife, Catherine Howard, who was beheaded on Tower Green in February 1542, can be found in the Haunted Gallery. The story goes that she ran along the Gallery to plead with her husband for mercy when he was celebrating Mass in the Chapel. When she was chased and dragged away by the guards, she gave a piercing scream, which can still be heard.


In Queen Victoria’s reign, nearly a thousand rooms were converted into forty-five separate apartments granted by the Sovereign’s Grace and Favour to the widows and children of distinguished servants of the Crown.




  chapter one ~ 1887


Zorina was humming to herself as she walked through the Great Hall of Hampton Court Palace.


She was dreaming, as she always did, of the days when Cardinal Thomas Wolsey had first built The Palace and had been thrilled, as she was, by his wonderful Fairytale building.


It was his favourite home.


However he had his own Palace in London, which was later to become part of The Palace of Whitehall, but his health was far from robust.


He suffered from dropsy and colic and he found it impossible to settle comfortably in a house where he was troubled by the fogs and the chill damp air drifting up from the River Thames.


His architect for Hampton Court Palace was the Master mason Henry Redman.


When it was finished and furnished with pictures, sculptures, cloth of gold and tapestries, it would have been impossible for any King to live in greater grandeur.


To Zorina every room and corner in The Palace was an enchantment and she was so grateful that Queen Victoria had opened it to the public in 1838.


Otherwise she knew that she would not have been able to wander around the huge Palace as she was doing now.


Undoubtedly the rooms that were not in use would have been locked and barred to anybody except the Royal Family or Members of the Court.


As it was, she only had to walk from the Grace and Favour apartment where she lived with her mother to the South-West wing of the North-West front.


Every day she managed to find the time to wander into the State rooms and she was entranced by the Great Hall, which spoke to her of the triumphs and tragedies of English history.


She often thought about the unhappy King Charles II, her favourite King.


He had loved Hampton Court, had paid long and protracted visits to The Palace and collected superb paintings from all over Europe that were to embellish and enlarge the Royal Collection.


He had loved too playing the childish games of Blind Man’s Bluff and Hunt the Slipper and building houses out of playing cards with the irresistibly beautiful Frances Stewart.


It was said that he loved her wildly and jealously, but he was broken-hearted when she refused his advances and later married the Duke of Richmond.


Zorina remembered the last line of the poem that King Charles he had written about her in which he said,


“I think there is no Hell like loving too well.”


She walked on dreamily with no particular purpose and was still thinking of the King as she entered the Cartoon Gallery.


Deep in her thoughts she bumped into someone and saw that it was a man who was standing just inside the door.


He was not gazing at the magnificent tapestries on the walls, but was looking out of one of the long windows.


It was so surprising to find anyone here so early before The Palace was open to the public that Zorina gave a little cry.


“Pardon me,” he said, “I was not aware that anybody else was about.”


“They – should not be – so early,” Zorina replied a little incoherently.


Then, as she looked at him, she realised that he was not only extremely good-looking but also very well dressed.


She realised that he must be a visitor and was probably staying with one of the many people who lived in the Grace and Favour Apartments of Hampton Court Palace.


“I am so – sorry,” she said quickly. “It is entirely my – fault. I was – dreaming and not – looking where I was going.”


“Actually,” he replied and she realised that he had a slight accent and was therefore not English, “I thought when I saw you that you must be a ghost!”


Zorina laughed. 


“People are always looking for the ghost and in fact yesterday – ”


She stopped.


She suddenly realised that it was most reprehensible of her to be talking to a gentleman who she had not been introduced to and she was sure that her mother would be extremely annoyed if she knew about it.


“I must – go,” she stammered, feeling that it was difficult to take her eyes from his face.


“How can you be so unkind as to leave me when I have not heard the end of the story?” he enquired. “I shall be curious until we meet again.”


Zorina smiled.


“I think that is unlikely, but what I was going to say was that – many people claim that they have seen the – apparition of Catherine Howard, who was King Henry VIII’s fifth wife.”


The gentleman raised his eyebrows, but he did not interrupt as Zorina went on,


“The story is that Queen Catherine escaped from the Palace room where she was being held prisoner before she was removed to the Tower to be – beheaded.”


She drew in her breath before she continued,


“She ran along the Gallery to plead with the King, who was celebrating Mass in the Chapel.”


“And did she reach him?” the gentleman asked.


Zorina shook her head.


“No, she was chased and seized by the guards and carried back forcibly to her room.”


Her voice softened.


“As the poor Queen was – dragged away – she gave a – piercing scream that was heard in many of the other rooms and certainly in the Chapel, but the King paid no attention and just continued with his prayers.”


There was a little silence and then the gentleman asked, 


“And you say that people have seen Queen Catherine?”


“I was just going to tell you that Jessie, who is the woman who comes to clean our apartment, has told me that a friend of hers who works here in the public rooms says that she saw Queen Catherine two nights ago when it was growing dark and heard her scream.”


Zorina shuddered as she added,


“I hope I – never hear her.”


“I am sure you never will,” the gentleman said. “You must see and hear only what is as beautiful as yourself.”


Zorina stared at him in astonishment.


Nobody had ever spoken to her like this before.


But instead of feeling insulted by such presumption, as she thought later perhaps she should have been, she had merely felt shy and so looked away.


She was pretending to view the tapestries that covered the wall opposite them when he asked her unexpectedly,


“What is your name?”


“Zorina.”


She replied to him without thinking and then before she could realise how reprehensibly she was behaving, he said, 


“And I am Rudolf. Now we are introduced and I would like you to tell me all about this enchanted Palace.”


Zorina smiled again and he saw that she had a little dimple on either side of her mouth.


“Is that how it seems to you? It has always been to me too beautiful to be real and, if it vanished mysteriously overnight, I would not be in the least surprised!”


He laughed and then he remarked,


“What is important is that you should not vanish with it and perhaps become like the poor ghosts who cannot leave the place where they were unhappy.”


The way he spoke was so beguiling that Zorina threw all caution to the wind.


She took Rudolf to the Queen’s Gallery on the East side of The Palace, which she told him was one of the loveliest rooms that she had ever seen and which she was sure he would appreciate.


Then she hesitated and he asked, almost as if he could read her thoughts,


“Why are you worrying as to where you should take me next?”


“I want you to see – the King’s Bedchamber, but I think perhaps it is a – room which you should – go into alone.”


She stumbled over the words and the gentleman replied swiftly,


“I would be very disappointed if you did not show it to me and, as the King is not there, surely it need not embarrass us?”


Zorina laughed.


“Even though you are a foreigner,” she said, “you must be aware that we have no King at the moment.”


His eyes were twinkling and she realised that he was teasing her when he said,


“If there were, would you be very impressed by him?”


“I think, sir, I would have to judge him in comparison with my two favourites, King Charles II and King George IV.”


“Both rakes!” the gentleman expostulated. “Surely a strange choice for anyone so young and innocent?”


She felt that he was mocking her and she responded coldly,


“Charles II brought a new beauty to The Palace, sweeping away all the austerity of Oliver Cromwell.”


She gave the gentleman a defiant glance as she went on,


“George IV may have been, as you say, a rake, but it is due to him that we possess so many fine pictures. He also reconstructed Buckingham Palace, which is, I believe, very very impressive.”


“You have not been there?” the gentleman enquired.


“Not – yet,” Zorina replied, “but then I am very happy with what I think of as – my own Palace.”


They had reached the King’s Bedchamber while they were talking and now her eyes seemed to light up as she suggested,


“Do look up at the ceiling.”


The gentleman raised his eyes from the crimson velvet hangings on the four-poster bed.


He understood immediately why the lovely girl standing beside him had thrown back her head to look at the exquisite allegorical painting by Antonio Verrio.


He thought that she must have an affinity with the Goddesses seated on a crescent moon or flying across the sky with their attendant cupids.


He knew, almost as if she had told him so, that they peopled Zorina’s dreams.


They were part of the many Fairy stories that she told herself as she wandered round The Palace.


“Is it not lovely?” she asked him.


“Lovely,” he agreed.


But his eyes were on her tip-tilted head, the line of her thrown-back neck and the movements of her long thin fingers that she was trying to express her feelings with.


Zorina now gave a little sigh.


“Now I must – go, I am very – late.”


“Late? For what?”


“My German lesson.”


“You are learning German?”


“I prefer to believe that it is Austrian and, while I speak it fluently, Mama insists that I should be perfect in almost every European language.”


“That is surely being extremely ambitious.”


“It’s not too difficult for me,” Zorina said, “because my father was Greek.”


“I knew there was something different about you,” the gentleman exclaimed. “The English girls I have seen since I arrived in this country do not look like you.”


He spoke as if he had solved the problem for himself and Zorina wanted to ask him what his nationality was. But he had not volunteered the information and she was worried that he would think it an impertinent question.


“I must – go,” she said again.


“Before you do, will you promise me that you will meet me again tomorrow in the Great Hall?”


She looked at him in surprise, her eyes very wide, and he said hastily,


“There are so many things I want to know about The Palace that I feel no one can tell me as eloquently as you. Please, Zorina, don’t be so unkind as to say ‘no’.”


“But that is – what I – should do.”


“And do you always do what is expected of you?” 


She gave him a little smile and again he enjoyed her dimples.


“I-I am afraid – not.”


“Then do what I ask of you tomorrow morning. I shall be there very early waiting for you.”


Still she hesitated and he urged her,


“If you don’t come, I shall be absolutely convinced that you are a ghost and that I may have to search for a thousand years to find you again!”


“Now you are being – ridiculous,” she laughed. “Very well, if it is possible – I will come, but, if I have to do – something else, you must – understand.”


“I shall never understand! I shall only be unhappy and frustrated and perhaps become a ghost myself wandering through the rooms aimlessly crying, ‘Zorina’.”


She laughed again and then she told him,


“Now I am going to run very fast to where I should have been at least twenty minutes ago.”


She would have moved away, but he put out his hand to take hers and then said,


“Au revoir, Zorina. If you are the ‘Spirit of Hampton Court’, you are more beautiful than any Queen or Princess who ever graced it!”


As he finished speaking, he bent his head and his lips touched the softness of her skin.


For a moment she was still in sheer astonishment. 


And then she was running from the King’s Room and he could hear the sound of her footsteps fading away into the distance.


*


As she ran, Zorina asked herself how this encounter could have happened, but at the same time she had to admit that it had been very exciting.


She had never in her life seen any man as handsome as the gentleman called ‘Rudolf’ and she wondered just who he could be and who he was staying with.


There were so many different households in Hampton Court that it was quite impossible for her to begin to guess which one he was a guest in.


It took her quite some time to reach the apartment in the South-West wing in the North-West front occupied by Baroness von Dremhiem.


The Baroness’s husband had been a distant relative of the Prince Consort, Queen Victoria’s husband, which was why she had been accorded a Grace and Favour house at Hampton Court.


She was an old but very intelligent woman and she lived alone. And she had welcomed the suggestion from Zorina’s mother that Zorina should improve her German.


Zorina had already learnt the grammar and the verbs and what she called all the ‘boring part of the language’ with a Governess.


But with the Baroness she conversed and they talked of the many parts of the world that she had travelled to and which Zorina found fascinating.


At the same time she thought that German was an ugly language and she much preferred French.


“That is something you most certainly must not say to the Queen!” her mother had admonished her. “Don’t forget, dearest, that the Prince Consort came from Saxe-Coburg.”


“I will not forget it, Mama, but we don’t see the Queen often enough to worry whether she will ask me about my German lessons.”


Zorina was laughing at the idea, but her mother, Princess Louise, was serious.


“I am hoping,” she said, “that now you are eighteen, Her Majesty will invite you to some of the parties that she gives at Windsor Castle.”


“I feel sure that is unlikely, Mama,” Zorina replied. “We are not important enough.”


Princess Louise sighed, knowing that this was indeed true.


She had been very lucky in being given a Grace and Favour house after her husband’s death.


Prince Paul, of the small Greek-speaking Kingdom of Parnassos, had been killed in an insurrection.


It had resulted in the Monarchy being overthrown and what was left of the Royal Family had been sent into exile.


Princess Louise and her only child, Zorina, who was then twelve, had come back to England more or less penniless and wondering who would befriend them.


The Princess’s father, the Duke of Windermere, was by now dead and her elder brother had succeeded to the title. He had three sons and four daughters and was finding it difficult to keep up his estate in the Lake District.


Princess Louise had already known that he would find her an unwelcome encumbrance.


She had therefore been extremely grateful to the Queen for giving her and Zorina a small and not particularly attractive apartment at Hampton Court.


It had, however, at least been a roof over their heads and they managed to survive on the very small income that Princess Louise received from the money that her mother had left her when she died.


It was not enough for her or Zorina to afford many clothes or to travel so they barely moved from their apartment.


Princess Louise was determined, however, that her daughter, who, like her father, was very intelligent, should have the best education possible.


This included more than anything else the ability to speak many languages.


Zorina, of course, was fluent in Modern Greek and the languages that she had been familiar with as a child, especially Italian, Italy being the nearest country to hers.


She had also some knowledge of Albanian and Serbian as well as the languages of other Balkan countries.


It was only when she had grown older that she had said to her mother,


“I feel, Mama, that the reason you are so insistent on my learning languages is that you are hoping that the Queen will find me a husband. I have been told that Her Majesty is known as the ‘Matchmaker of Europe’!” 


“Really, Zorina, you must not talk like that,” her mother replied sharply.


Then, after a moment’s pause, she added,


“But, dearest, you are right and, of course, I am praying that you will find somebody as attractive and charming as Papa.”


She sighed and went on,


“I want you to reign over a country that is as beautiful as Greece and where you will be able to help the people, who will all love and admire you.”


Zorina had thought at the time that it sounded like one of her own Fairytales and she had the uncomfortable feeling that it would never come true.


It was obvious that the Queen, of whom everybody was very frightened, was not at all impressed with either her mother or herself.


Occasionally Princess Louise was invited, as if it was a great concession, to luncheon at Windsor Castle.


But they were not included in the Christmas parties that were the highlight of the Season for every Royal in the country.


They did not receive a Christmas present from the Queen, although they were sent a Christmas card, which went out to a great number of other people as well.


That was all.


Although she did not say so to her mother since she was afraid that it would hurt her feelings, Zorina thought to herself that she had no wish to be married to a man she did not love.


In turn he would doubtless marry her because her father had been Royal and her mother English.


This for foreign countries entailed the support of the Union Flag and the blessing of the most powerful Queen in the world.


‘I want to marry somebody I love and who loves me,’ she thought wistfully and hoped that by some miracle it would happen.


At the same time, because it pleased her mother, she worked very hard at her languages.


She knew that Princess Louise had scanned the names of those who had Grace and Favour houses to find someone like the Baroness.


She had found a Prince who came from Romania, but Zorina found it difficult to make him discuss anything but sport.


Although she enjoyed being with him, for the simple reason that even if very old, he was a man.


It made a welcome change from being with so many women.


Their own household was a very small one. There was her mother, herself and Nanny, who had been with them ever since she was born.


Then there was Jessie, who came in to clean the floors on every other day and was extremely garrulous, too much so, the Princess thought, except that she was cheaper than many of the women who worked in The Palace.


So it was not surprising that Zorina had to rely on the stories that she made up for her own amusement.


Everybody round her seemed very old and there were no people of her own age.


Yet, she was, in point of fact, very happy, finding it interesting to watch the sightseers who flooded into The Palace later in the day.


She would watch them wandering around wide-eyed and challenged herself by trying to guess what they did and where they came from.


They were continually getting lost in the maze, which was a great feature of The Palace gardens and every visitor wanted to see it.


She knew that even the attendants employed at The Palace would have wagers amongst themselves to see how quickly they could find their way to the middle.


At the moment the winning time was five minutes, but then they discovered that the way out took very much longer.


Zorina loved the maze and she loved too to stand watching the barges and ships move up the River Thames. She told herself tales of what cargoes they conveyed and from which far-off countries they had been carried to London.


‘One day’ she decided, ‘I will travel. I will sail up great rivers, climb high mountains and ride through impenetrable forests.’


In her daydream she was not alone.


There was always someone with her, someone she laughed with and who understood what a thrilling adventure it all was.


But the man who was her companion and, of course,  he was a man, but he had no face.


He was just there in her thoughts, a being who she could not identify.


When she arrived back at home after her German lesson, she did not tell her mother about the strange encounter she had had with the gentleman in the Cartoon Gallery.


She knew that the Princess would be shocked and it would have been impossible for her to explain why she had spent so long talking to him.


‘But he was very interested in what I had to show him,’ she excused herself.


She was aware that her mother would have been horrified at her talking to a stranger, especially a man who was of their own class.


She had been instructing Zorina on the correct procedure for a young woman who was to all intents and purposes a debutante, but Zorina had argued fiercely against this description.


“How can I be a debutante, Mama,” she asked several times, “when I have not been invited to a single ball and have not been presented at one of the Queen’s Drawing Rooms?”


“I am going to talk to Her Majesty about that the very next time I see her,” the Princess promised.


She did not, however, sound very hopeful and Zorina told herself sensibly that the best thing she could do was to forget the whole idea.


But she looked back and remembered the dinner parties and Receptions that her father and mother had given before the Revolution and she wished that she had been a little older and could have taken part in them.


She used to peep through the upstairs banisters at the guests, the ladies in their tiaras and beautiful gowns and the gentlemen in full evening dress,


When her mother came to say ‘goodnight’ to her, she thought that she looked like a Fairy Princess.


Now that the diamonds had all been sold and the gowns her mother put on when they ate their supper together were very simple and she had made them herself.


Sometimes the Princess would receive pathetic letters from Greece from one of her old friends who was suffering dreadfully because of the Revolution.


Then she would walk round the apartment in an agitated state and saying,


“Is there nothing more that we can sell so that we can help somebody who really needs it?”


“We need it too, Mama,” Zorina would counter.


Her mother would not listen.


Her last small sable then was sold so that she could send the proceeds out to an old woman who was badly crippled.


It was then that Zorina thought that no one in England appreciated just how poor her mother was and how kind despite it.


Walking back from the Baroness’s apartment to their own, Zorina had wondered if she would see the gentleman called ‘Rudolf’ again.


But now there was just the usual crowd of sightseers who were allowed to visit The Palace on every day except Sundays.
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