

  

    

      

    

  




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Many of the magnificent collections of pictures in the ancestral homes of Great Britain are, fortunately, still intact. My son-in-law, the Earl Spencer, has at Althorp in Northamptonshire one of the finest collections in the country.




  He possesses twenty Van Dycks so beautiful that one is entranced by the artist’s technical brilliance and his psychological insight. Born in 1599, he died in 1641 but in that short time produced hundreds of amazingly fine pictures.




  Charles I settled an annual pension of two hundred pounds on him, presented him with two houses and gave him a Knighthood. No artist deserved it more.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1841




  Fedora was dusting the sitting room when Jim came in through the door.




  He was a small, wiry little man getting on in years with his hair just turning grey over his ears. But he had the honest eyes that reminded her of the devotion of a spaniel.




  “’Tis no use, Miss Fedora,” he said. “’E won’t let us ’ave any more food till we pays for it.”




  Fedora sighed.




  It was what she had expected, but the only shop in the village had been exceedingly lenient over their account, which had risen higher and higher until she was ashamed to ask even for a loaf of bread.




  “We shall have to sell something,” she said, speaking more to herself than to Jim.




  “I could take one of them pictures up to London, Miss Fedora.”




  “We know we have no right to sell them,” Fedora answered. “They belong to Mr. Philip and what will he say when he comes home to find them gone?”




  “I daresay as ’e won’t think the pictures important if you and the Master be in your graves,” Jim said with unanswerable logic.




  Fedora sighed again.




  She had fought resolutely against selling the last assets the house possessed while her brother was away in the East trying to make his fortune.




  She had always thought that to part with the pictures that had been collected by generations of Colwyns all down the centuries would be like betraying her own blood.




  The collection at Mountsorrel was famous and it would have attracted more attention if they ever entertained, which they could not afford to do.




  It was difficult to understand how her father had managed to carry on for so long in the great house, which had passed from father to son since the reign of Queen Elizabeth.




  He had inherited a pile of debts, which had been like a millstone round his neck and looked like continuing to be the same for his only son.




  The owner of Mountsorrel Manor was fiercely proud of his heritage and would have continued to live at Mountsorrel if it had been nothing but a hole in the ground.




  As it was, he and his daughter occupied only a few rooms in the great house and in the rest the ceilings fell down, the rats crept out of the wainscoting, the badly fitting windows let in the rain and the holes in the roof grew larger year by year.




  And, yet in the rooms they occupied where there were threadbare carpets, curtains that were nothing but rags and chairs that were in such a bad state of repair that it was difficult to sit on them in any comfort, there were pictures on the walls worth a fortune.




  They were, of course, entailed onto Philip and after him his sons and grandsons and the future generations that would follow him.




  If there were Trustees to see that the pictures were kept intact, Fedora had never heard of them and she fancied that, if they had ever existed, most of them must now be dead.




  But there was no need for Trustees or Guardians to preserve what every Colwyn thought of as something so precious that in the past they had died to preserve it and were prepared to do so again.




  Looking around the walls she thought it was astounding to see pictures that any museum would have pleaded on their knees to possess.




  There was a Holbein, which portrayed the artist’s uncannily shrewd insight into human nature and the colours in his unique style seemed to tone in a remarkable way with the Hogarth hanging next to it.




  Because she knew that she could not bear to part with either of these, Fedora looked at a lovely Fragonard in which her father had told her realism and abstraction achieved a uniquely even balance.




  It was a picture that Alexander Colwyn would often stand looking at for a long time and she knew that whatever else was sold she could not deprive him of that one.




  Instead she hesitated in front of a Raeburn. It was conspicuous with its vigorous modelling, its robust colouring and, as her father had said so often, its understanding of character.




  “What an artist!” he had exclaimed only the previous week, “And he made no sketches, but painted straight onto a canvas.”




  There was despair in Fedora’s large eyes as she turned from the Raeburn to a Van Dyck that showed in his inimitable manner an owner of Mountsorrel with the house behind him, his hat on his head, a stick in his hand, as if he was about to walk through the gardens to inspect some part of his estate.




  But she knew as she looked at them that whatever else went the family portraits must remain intact and she said again, as if she was speaking to herself rather than to Jim who was beside her,




  “We must not touch anything in this room.”




  “There be a number piled up agin the wall next door.”




  Fedora gave a little cry.




  “Papa is working on those. He would be aware immediately if one was missing.”




  It would have struck a stranger entering the house that in the otherwise shabby dilapidated building every painting on the wall shone with the brilliance of a polished jewel.




  It was as a comparatively young man that Alexander Colwyn came into his sadly depleted inheritance and he decided that he must do something about the pictures.




  Because they had been neglected, despite the fact that they were still proud of them, both by his father and his grandfather, some were bulging from their frames, others had paint peeling off them and every one had darkened with age, so that the original colour and beauty was obscured.




  Alexander Colwyn, when he was at Oxford, had made friends with a man who inherited a great house and a magnificent collection of paintings besides a respected title.




  He had also inherited enough money with which to keep his treasures in the style they deserved.




  Alexander Colwyn had stayed with him on several occasions and had learnt who was the best restorer in the country to work on his pictures so that they should look as they had when they first left the artist’s studio.




  On finding out who the man was, Alexander Colwyn had not only called to see him in London but had persuaded him to accept him as a pupil to learn a skill in which he found there were few men who were really proficient.




  When he returned home, he started on his own pictures, working on them one by one, until he had restored them to their original perfection.




  What had started as a necessity became a joy and an interest that was more than a hobby, indeed, as Fedora sometimes teased him, it was almost a professional career.




  Many of his friends begged Alexander’s help for their own collections and he was only too pleased to oblige them.




  It was Fedora, who thought bitterly as her father was thanked but obviously expected no payment for his services, that to buy the materials necessary for the restoration of rich men’s treasures they had to go without food.




  In the last year, however, Alexander Colwyn had not been well and he had been obliged to refuse to work for either friends or acquaintances.




  Because he had taught Fedora his skill and relied on her to help him, she had sometimes wondered if she should reply to enquiries that they would treat the pictures provided they were paid.




  But she knew that her father would be horrified at the idea and that it would upset him so much that it was not worth even suggesting something he would consider a humiliation.




  But now they had come to the end of the road and, unless some way was found of obtaining money, her father would die.




  She was well aware that it was not only an obscure illness that was retarding his recovery but also the fact that he was under-nourished and it was impossible for her to buy the food the doctor considered necessary.




  When Philip was at home, he had shot rabbits on the estate and ducks when they flighted down on the stream that ran through the ancient Park into what had once been a beautiful lake.




  It was now neglected and overgrown with weeds, irises and water lilies, which had multiplied until they nearly covered the surface of it.




  But Philip was not there, Jim was not handy with a gun and anyway they could not afford the cartridges.




  They kept hens, which provided them with eggs, but, when they ate those who grew too old to lay, it was difficult to replace them.




  The vegetables that Jim planted when he had the time were not very sustaining for a man who was ordered to eat meat by the doctor and every other sort of nourishing fare.




  “We will look upstairs, Jim,” Fedora said. “There is a Fra Filippo Lippi in my room. Perhaps Papa will not be aware of it.”




  As she spoke, she knew that to lose the exquisite painting of The Virgin Adoring the Child would be like losing a part of herself.




  Fedora had gazed so often at the delicacy of Lippi’s work, his sense of colour and the mysticism and spirit of contemplation shown in the picture that she knew it had truly become a part of her mind.




  The only alternative was another picture that she had made peculiarly her own and this for an even more personal reason.




  In her bedroom where she had moved it after her mother’s death was A Rest on the Flight into Egypt by Van Dyck.




  Her father had always said that the Madonna holding the Holy Baby against her breast resembled the girl he had married and her mother had always accepted the compliment because there was an undoubted likeness.




  As Fedora grew older, she had said,




  “It may be like me, my darling, but really it might be an actual portrait of you.”




  Fedora had been so thrilled by the idea that she had gazed at the picture until she felt that, even if the likeness had not been there before, the Madonna’s face was now gradually imprinted on hers.




  She had soft dark hair over an oval forehead, a little pointed face, a straight nose and large innocent eyes.




  So she not only saw herself when she looked at her reflection in the mirror but also the face of the Madonna.




  ‘How can I let that picture go?’ she asked now.




  Because it hurt her so intensely to think of parting with anything so beautiful, she walked to the window to stand looking out onto the untidy tangled bushes which, untended by gardeners, had grown into a jungle, beautiful, wild and primitive.




  “’Tis no use, miss,” Jim said behind her. “We’ve got to do somethin’ and that’s a fact!”




  “I know, Jim, and I am ashamed that you should suffer with us. I know only too well that we should not know what to do without you.”




  She thought as she spoke that Jim had not been paid any wages for at least a year and if she was hungry he was too.




  They both ate as little as possible so that her father could have more to prevent him from losing his very frail hold on life altogether.




  “I will make a decision tonight,” Fedora said firmly, “and, when Papa has gone to sleep, we will pack up whatever picture we have decided to sell and take it to Mr. Lewenstein in London. I know that he will give us a fair price.”




  Mr. Lewenstein had often in the past begged her father to accept a fee for restoring some of the pictures he sold in his Gallery in Bond Street.




  But Alexander Colwyn had lifted his chin high and told him that he could keep his money and his pictures, and he was lucky he did not have to pay to look at the Mountsorrel collection.




  “I am perfectly prepared to do so,” Mr. Lewenstein had replied, “although the proper charge for such a privilege would be beyond my pocket.”




  Looking back now, Fedora wondered bitterly whether pride in such circumstances was not in itself false, because it made other people suffer.




  Jim went from the sitting room and she knew that he had gone to the kitchen and wondered what he could possibly concoct for her father’s supper.




  Because it was early summer there would be a few young vegetables in the garden, if they had not eaten them already, and perhaps, because the weather had been warm and clement, the hens would have laid better than they did in the cold.




  She knew, when she looked at her father’s blue-veined hands hanging limply over the arms of the chair he was sitting in, that what he needed was something substantial to put, as the doctor had said, ‘good red blood in him’.




  ‘Jim is right,’ she thought, ‘there is no use preserving the pictures for Philip if, when he comes home from India or wherever he is now, he finds Papa and I have died of starvation!’




  Last month he had sent them a few pounds, which had been extremely welcome, but they had been a mere drop in the ocean compared to what they owed in the village and what they needed in the way of seeds to plant in the garden and feed for the chickens,




  ‘I think it will have to be the Jordaens,’ Fedora decided thinking of the magnificent picture of Meleager and Atalanta that was hung on the stairs.




  It had always been a joy to come into the house on a dark day and see the flaming colours that were characteristic of the greatest Flemish painter of the seventeenth century.




  It would be better to part with that than the Rubens and perhaps she could keep the knowledge that it was sold from her father by merely saying that the walls were damp and she had put it in a safer place.




  He was so tired and so limp these days that she had the feeling that he would not question her decision too closely.




  ‘The Jordaens must go,’ Fedora decided, ‘and perhaps one day, if Philip makes his fortune, he will be able to buy it back.’




  It was a forlorn hope, nevertheless it was better to be optimistic than to accept that it would be lost to the Mountsorrel collection forever.




  As if she realised that she was wasting her time instead of doing the innumerable tasks awaiting her in the house, Fedora continued with her dusting.




  She knew as she did so, that what the furniture needed was polish, only she could not afford to buy the ingredients to make it.




  She had just finished the mantelpiece when she heard a knock on the front door.




  She wondered who it could be and thought if Jim was in the kitchen he would be unlikely to hear it.




  Putting down her duster, she walked from the room, which, when the drawing room had been in use, had been known as the morning room, into the hall.




  In her grandfather’s time this had been very impressive with its marble floor, its carved staircase sweeping up to a landing on the first floor and the diamond-paned windows rising on either side of the front door to a painted wooden ceiling.




  Now it looked faded and sadly in need of paint and only the pictures on the wall glowed like gems that were badly set.




  Fedora opened the door.




  The postman was outside, an elderly man who carried on with his job despite the fact that he had a twisted leg.




  “Good day, Miss Colwyn. I’ve brought a letter for you.”




  “Thank you,” Fedora replied, “and how is your wife? I hope she is feeling better,”




  “She be a-perkin’ up a bit, miss, with the warm weather and so be the children.”




  “I am glad to hear it,” Fedora smiled.




  She took the letter from him and he touched his cap as he limped away carrying his satchel under his left arm.




  ‘Another bill, I expect,’ Fedora murmured despondently to herself.




  They still occasionally had letters from London asking if there was any chance of the debts incurred by her father years ago and his father before that being paid.




  Because the answer was always the same, most of the tradesmen had either given up and written them off as bad debts or else had died in the process of collecting.




  Then, as Fedora glanced down at the envelope, she saw that it was certainly not a bill. It was of thick expensive parchment and was sealed and stamped with a crest, which looked impressive.




  It was addressed to her father and, whoever had inscribed it, had obviously not known him well for he had merely written, ‘Mr. Colwyn’ above the address.




  Fedora had no conscience about taking the letter into the sitting room and slitting it open.




  She had decided months ago that her father should not be disturbed or worried by anything except his ill health.




  She always took the greatest care in telling him only things that would please him.




  From inside the envelope she drew a piece of writing paper, which was also of thick expensive quality, and when she opened it she saw an elaborate crest above the address.




  Because she was curious she read first what was written in a neat copperplate writing by what she thought was a secretary or a superior clerk.




  “It has been brought to the notice of the Most Noble the Earl of Heversham that you are an expert in restoring pictures and you have been highly recommended to his Lordship.




  You must have heard of the very fine collection of pictures that are hung at Heversham Castle and which, with the exception of those in the Royal establishments, are considered to be the finest in the country.




  His Lordship therefore invites you to come to Heversham Castle as soon as possible to restore some of the pictures that are in need of it and varnish a number of others.




  Your usual fee for the work will, of course, be acceptable to his Lordship and I should be grateful if you would notify me by return when we may expect you to start.




  Yours respectfully,




  Ebenezer Jenkins, Secretary to his Lordship.”




  As she finished reading, Fedora gave a little gasp.




  She would not have been her father’s daughter and been brought up in the history of art since she was old enough to think without being aware that the Heversham collection was of great repute and extolled by every connoisseur.




  In fact Mr. Lewenstein had often compared the pictures at Mountsorrel with those owned by the Earl of Heversham.




  “He’s got more Van Dycks than you, Mr. Colwyn,” Fedora had heard him say to her father, “but there isn’t one to equal the Van Dyck painting of your ancestor. I consider the smile on that face, which is definitely that of a Don Juan, has a brilliance that I’ve never seen in any other of his paintings.”




  Mr. Lewenstein had said very much the same about a Rembrandt that hung in her father’s bedroom, which he gazed at first thing every morning and last thing at night.




  “There are several Rembrandts in the Heversham collection, Mr. Colwyn,” he said, “but, if I had my choice, I would rather own yours than all those belonging to the Earl!”




  Nevertheless Fedora thought it would be very exciting to see other examples of the artist, whose picture she had known ever since she was a baby.




  Then, as she looked down again at the letter in her hands, she knew that there was no chance of her ever reaching Heversham Castle.




  Not only was her father incapable of making the journey or of working but also he would undoubtedly feel insulted at being written to in such a manner and treated by the Earl’s secretary and by the Earl himself as if he was a tradesman.




  She gave a little sigh because it seemed such a marvellous opportunity to see the world outside Mountsorrel, which, although she would never have admitted it, had become in the last few years, a prison even though it was without bars.




  Then suddenly she had an idea.




  For the moment it seemed so outrageous that she thought that she must be mad even to consider it.




  Then, as she mulled it over, she told herself it was like a shaft of sunshine coming through the clouds at a moment when she had decided she must break the entail and sell a picture that belonged not to her father or to Philip but to the Colwyns that had not yet been born.




  With the letter still in her hand she ran from the room down the passage towards the kitchen.




  It took her some time to reach it because the house was so large.




  In the kitchen there had once been a cook and at least three kitchen maids, aided by scullery maids and dairymaids.




  Near it was the pantry where a butler and four footmen would polish the silver and there had been other men to do the odd jobs like carrying in the wood and the coal.




  There had even been a knife grinder in her grandfather’s time, Fedora thought with a little smile, whose job had been to sharpen and clean the knives after every meal on a stone that still stood in an alcove in the passage.




  But at the moment he was not looking back into the past, but intent on finding Jim.




  He was bending over the ancient stove which was apparently kept working by sheer willpower and what Fedora often thought was his magic touch. He was stirring something in a saucepan which, because she was hungry, smelt delicious.




  However, this was not the moment to think of the rumblings of her stomach that always preceded the frugal mealtimes when there was never enough to eat.




  “Listen, Jim, to the letter I have just received,” she said.




  He turned to look at her and then continued stirring the contents of the saucepan, although she knew that he was listening.




  She read him the letter and, when she had finished, Jim laughed laconically.




  “The Master won’t like that! Impertinence, I calls it! And that be nothin’ to what ’e’ll say!”




  “I shall not show it to him,” Fedora said quickly. “But, Jim, I have an idea!”




  “And what might that be?”




  “You will go to London tomorrow, as we agreed,” Fedora answered, “not carrying a picture, but this letter to Mr. Lewenstein. You will ask him to lend us the money to get to Heversham Castle and also to buy enough food and medicines to make Papa well enough to travel.”




  Now Jim left the spoon in the saucepan and turned to look at Fedora with an expression of surprise on his face.




  “You will promise him,” she went on, “that we will pay him back as soon as we receive payment for restoring the pictures at Heversham Castle.”




  “The Master won’t take no money, Miss Fedora, you knows that,” Jim replied. “And what’s more ’e ain’t well enough to do no work.”




  “No, of course, he is not,” Fedora agreed, “but I can do it for him. If they give us a room to work in, there is no reason for them to know who is doing the actual restoring.”




  She saw by the expression in Jim’s eyes that he understood what she was saying and went on,




  “As for Papa receiving payment, which we know he will never accept, I will speak to the Earl myself and explain the position. I am sure that he will understand. Anyway, when he sees Papa he will know he is a gentleman.”




  “No, there be no doubt about that, miss,” Jim agreed.




  “There is just a chance that we can pull it off,” Fedora said. “But if we cannot do so, then you know as well as I do that we shall have to sell a picture and that will break Philip’s heart.”




  She knew as she spoke that, if Jim was not prepared to agree with her, that argument would certainly convince him.




  Jim adored Philip in the same way that he adored her father and herself.




  He had once said in an expansive moment,




  “It may seem impertinent, Miss Fedora, but you’re me family, that’s what you are! Me mother died soon after I were born and if I ’ad a father no one told me ’is name. But you treats me as if I was a ’uman bein’ and I feels as though I belongs.”




  “That is what I want you to feel, Jim,” Fedora replied, “and you know how fond Mama was of you. In fact, you are quite right – you are one of the family and I don’t know what we would do without you!”




  She thought as she spoke that there was something misty in Jim’s blue eyes and hastily, because she felt embarrassed, she said,




  “I often think how very lucky I am to have three men to look after me. Papa, Philip and you. What woman could ask for more?”




  Jim had laughed.




  “One day you’ll find your own man, Miss Fedora. Then you’ll ’ave no use for us.”




  As Fedora told him he was talking nonsense, the sentimental moment passed.




  Jim was as intensely proud of Philip as if he was his own son and, when he had set off into the unknown believing it was his only chance of making enough money for what was left of his family and for Mountsorrel, it was Jim who had choked back his tears.




  Fedora had remained composed until the stagecoach that was carrying her beloved brother to Tilbury had disappeared out of sight in a cloud of dust.




  Philip had written intermittently in the next two years, but for the last six months they had not heard from him.




  “Perhaps he is on his way home,” Fedora said to cheer up her father who missed him greatly too.




  But she could not help feeling afraid in case he was ill or in danger or had spent the last of the money he had taken with him and had no idea where he could find more.




  Sometimes she tortured herself by thinking that she would never see Philip again. Then she felt confident that her prayers would be heard and that one day he would come back to them.




  But now her only concern must be for her father, and both she and Jim were aware that he was growing weaker and weaker all the time.




  “I’ll go to London and do as you says,” Jim said in a voice that showed he had made up his mind, “and I’ll make sure, Miss Fedora, that Mr. Lewenstein lends us enough money for all we needs. If the Master’s stayin’ at Heversham Castle ’e must ’ave some new shirts. Them ’e’s wearin’ now ain’t nothin’ but rags!”
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