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  A BATTLE OF BRAINS


  Suddenly the door behind her was flung open.


  Yolanda turned round, terrified.


  Mr. Watson was standing there with the light from his bedroom behind him.


  He was wearing only a silk nightshirt.


  For a moment he stared at her and then he asked in a thick voice,


  “What do you want? What are you doing here?”


  Yolanda moved forward so that he should not see the open case behind her.


  “I just – came in,” she stammered in a frightened voice, “to see that you have – everything you – want.”


  “Everything I want? I thought that was what I had,” he slurred in a drunken tone. “Now I see you, I know you are what I want!”


  As he spoke, he lurched forward towards her.


  Realising what he had implied, Yolanda turned to run away.


  But she was too late.
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  “To find true love you need your brains and your body, but most important of all is your soul.”



  Barbara Cartland


  CHAPTER ONE

  1889


  Yolanda laid the flowers on her mother’s grave and said a prayer as she did so.


  She found it hard to believe that she would never again see her mother she adored.


  She had already cried herself to sleep every night since she learnt of her death.


  It seemed that she had no more tears to shed.


  It had happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly that even now it was difficult to believe.


  She still expected her mother to be waiting for her.


  She would be holding out her arms as she always did when they had been away from each other.


  Yolanda had been a pupil at a Convent school just outside Paris.


  Four days ago the Mother Superior had sent for her and she had gone slowly to her office wondering what she had done wrong.


  She never dreamt it could be a message from home.


  The Mother Superior had broken the dreadful news to her gently, but at the same time it was such a shock that for a moment the news was impossible to believe.


  Yolanda felt as if the ground had been pulled from under her.


  They had been through so much together since her father died and she had believed for a long time that the only safe and secure rock in her life was her mother.


  Now she was dead too and Yolanda knew that she was alone.


  It was only after a very long silence that the Mother Superior said,


  “Your stepfather, Yolanda, has asked you to return home at once, which I feel certain you will wish to do. You will unfortunately be too late to attend your mother’s funeral, but he wants you to be with him.”


  Yolanda had given a little shiver.


  She never wished to be with her stepfather and she could not understand why he wanted her now.


  Equally if he ordered her to return, there was really nothing she could do about it.


  She had had plenty of time to ponder her situation on the long journey home, accompanied by an ancient nun who had been instructed to chaperone her.


  For hours Yolanda was silent, looking back into the past and seeing everything in a very different way.


  Her dearest father, the Earl of Longwood, had been the most handsome, charming and delightful man anyone could possibly meet.


  Wherever they were and whatever was happening, they always seemed to be laughing.


  Yolanda believed no one could have been happier than she had been with two such wonderful parents.


  It was only as she grew up that she understood.


  The many difficulties, frustrations and moments of despair in her parent’s lives became clearer.


  Her father, after inheriting the Earldom, was given a dreadful shock – except for the title that had been in the family for several centuries, he received nothing else from his father.


  The Fifth Earl had spent considerably more than his income and he had sold everything that was saleable.


  The London house had gone first and then all the land in the country that had not been entailed, such as the house and its contents.


  It was heartbreaking for the new Earl.


  His father had left a considerable number of debts too, which more or less equalled his own and, as far as he could see, there was no chance of meeting them.


  He was therefore forced to let out the family house and estate, which brought him in a little money.


  He, his wife and daughter had then moved into the Dower House.


  Yolanda did not know exactly when her father took up gambling, but she could understand, now she was older, that it was a desperate effort to win back something after all he had lost.


  She suspected that some of the possessions in the house that he had dared not sell went to the pawnbroker.


  They were usually small items that would not be noticed by the Trustees, who visited the house and estate every six months to check that everything was intact.


  At first the Earl was very lucky at his gambling – he won at racing, cards and, when they travelled abroad, in the casinos as well.


  As she grew up, Yolanda was fascinated when her father came back smiling.


  He would throw up his arms in delight.


  “I have won! I have won!” he would call out to her mother. “Now we can enjoy ourselves and, my darling, you must have the most beautiful jewels I can find.”


  Her mother accepted the gifts and Yolanda believed it was because inevitably sooner or later they would have to be sold or pawned.


  The only presents her mother did not lose were the many pretty gowns that her father had bought for her.


  “You will always be very beautiful, my precious,” he would tell his wife. “But I like your frame to be worthy of your beauty.”


  Because her mother had loved him so completely, she always did whatever he wanted, regardless of the consequences.


  Yolanda remembered affectionately how sweet and kind she was when things went wrong.


  They would know only too well exactly what had happened after an evening’s gambling had not gone well.


  Her father would enter the room in a slow way and the expression on his face told them before he spoke what had occurred.


  “I have lost,” he groaned. “I cannot think why luck had turned against me.”


  “You are asking too much, my dearest,” her mother would say. “You won last month and indeed the month before, but you cannot expect to win every time.”


  Sometimes when things were bad they would have to leave the comfortable hotel they had been staying in, which meant moving into very uncomfortable lodgings and eating inferior food.


  But invariably, in some way or another, her father was able to find the money to carry on gambling.


  It was indeed a strange life, Yolanda mused, as the train carried her from Paris to Calais.


  She had visited Baden-Baden in Germany with her parents and found the town incredibly beautiful. And she had spent several weeks in Hamburg.


  They had then travelled back to London after one of her father’s more successful spells at the roulette tables and rented a house in Mayfair.


  He had then been in touch with several of his old friends whom he had not seen for many years, and they had been delighted to see him again.


  They made a great fuss of the beautiful Countess of Longwood too, much to the delight of her adoring husband.


  Next a governess was engaged for Yolanda and she enjoyed going to Hyde Park to see the horses in Rotten Row.


  The beautiful Society ladies, like her mother, drove in an open Victoria, an elegant French carriage with a raised driver's seat drawn by two magnificent horses. Accompanied by a liveried coachman, the ladies rode through the parks of London with small sunshades held up over their heads.


  Then she recalled how very suddenly her father had decided to go to Paris, as he wanted to attend the racing that was about to take place on the new Racecourse in the Bois de Boulogne.


  “I know which horse is going to win the big race,” he boasted, “and I intend to make a packet on him!”


  Her mother agreed with him as she always did.


  So they set off for Paris and stayed at a large and impressive hotel.


  As a special treat Yolanda was allowed to go to the Racecourse and she had known without being told that the racehorses she saw were the finest in Europe.


  The horse which her father had come to see run was outstanding and she was well aware that a great number of people were putting their money on him to win.


  The race was thrilling and the horses moved at an almost impossible speed, sweeping like typhoons past the winning post.


  But the horse her father had backed was not in the first three.


  The result was such a surprise to a large number of race goers that a groan echoed around the enclosure.


  It was then that her father had exclaimed angrily,


  “I don’t believe it! The whole race was a cheat and there should be a full enquiry as to why the favourite was pulled in at the last moment!”


  Unfortunately, the horse’s owner, who took umbrage at the suggestion of cheating, overheard her father’s loud comments.


  Yolanda was not quite certain what happened between them, but upon returning to the hotel that evening, she was horrified to discover that her father was expected to fight a duel at dawn the next morning.


  Her mother was distraught at the prospect.


  “You cannot do it, darling,” she wept over and over again. “You have not fought a duel for many years and these Frenchmen are experts at it.”


  “It is something I cannot refuse,” replied the Earl, “and, damn him, he has lost us every penny we possess!”


  Yolanda remembered that her mother had not been in the slightest concerned about the losses – she was only worried about her father fighting in a duel.


  She was still pleading with him desperately to refuse to take part when they retired to bed.


  “You know as well as I do,” insisted the Earl, “that I have to behave like a gentleman. It would besmirch my honour to refuse!”


  There was nothing further her mother could say to dissuade him, but Yolanda could see the tears in her eyes.


  They drove off together before dawn to the Bois de Boulogne where duels always took place.


  Her father was not killed – but badly wounded.


  Although he was taken back to the hotel where they were staying and the doctors sent for at once, his wound became septic.


  Finally after three days in agony, he died.


  To his adoring wife it was the end of the world and she could only weep helplessly.


  They had been very happy together and the endless difficulties over money had not seemed important as long as they both shared success and failure.


  Her father had been buried in a graveyard in Paris, as it was too expensive to take his body back to England.


  Yolanda had then asked her mother what they were going to do and the Countess made a helpless gesture with her hands.


  “I have no idea, my darling,” she answered. “We have no money and we owe a great deal to the hotel apart from anything else.”


  “Oh, Mama!” exclaimed Yolanda. “Perhaps they will prosecute us if we cannot pay! We might even have to go to prison!”


  Her mother had not responded, only cried more tears of despair, whilst Yolanda shivered because she was so afraid.


  It was then, and it seemed at the time almost like a miracle, that Mr. Garrack had come into their lives.


  He was staying in the same hotel and Yolanda had noticed him when they were having dinner the night before the race.


  He had been sitting at a table near to theirs and she had been drawn to him, thinking he was a rather unattractive man compared to her handsome father.


  But he kept staring at her mother with such a look of admiration in his eyes that was, in a way, very flattering.


  As dinner ended her father was debating whether he would go to a gambling house that was not too far away.


  Suddenly the stranger rose from his table, bowed to her mother and father and introduced himself,


  “My name is Oliver Garrack, and you must forgive me if it seems impertinent of me to speak to you.”


  Her father, who was always charming to everyone he met, smiled at him and commented,


  “We are staying in the same hotel, are we not?”


  “I was just counting my lucky stars,” Mr. Garrack said, “because it has allowed me to see the most beautiful woman I have ever set eyes on!”


  He was looking at her mother as he was speaking, and Yolanda saw that she turned her head away as if a little shy.


  “There,” her father remarked, “I must agree with you. I only wish I could afford to have my wife’s portrait painted by a great artist.”


  “Strangely enough,” Mr. Garrack then replied, “that is just what I was going to ask you. You may think it very forward, but I am a great lover of beauty. I have in my house in England a collection by some very fine Masters.”


  He paused to look at the Countess again, before he went on,


  “But none of my pictures, and many of them are of lovely women, are as beautiful as you, my Lady.”


  “That is very kind and most flattering of you,” the Countess responded, obviously feeling a little embarrassed.


  “What I am wondering,” he continued, “is whether you will allow me to have your portrait painted by one of our greatest artists, who is in Paris at this very moment?”


  Yolanda recalled how her mother had looked across the table at her father.


  “We are, of course, very grateful, Mr. Garrack,” the Earl said. “But I am afraid that we cannot accept your kind offer, because, as soon as the racing is over tomorrow, we intend going back to England.”


  Mr Garrack was silent for a moment and then said,


  “I too shall be returning home. I can only ask if you would permit me to visit you in London, or the country, to discuss this matter again? To me it is a matter of great importance and it would be a great honour to add a portrait of your wife to my collection.”


  He smiled before he added,


  “I am certain that future generations of art lovers would be eternally grateful to you too.”


  The Earl looked at his wife.


  As they were so very close to each other, Yolanda was always sure that they could read each other’s thoughts.


  Her father clearly sensed without being told that his wife did not want her portrait painted – in fact she had no wish to see Mr. Garrack again.


  The Earl was, however, very tactful,


  “It is exceedingly generous of you and of course we shall consider your offer seriously. But, for the moment, my wife is tremendously busy, so it would be difficult for her to be in London for long or to give up so much time to an artist.”


  “I do understand. Yes, of course I understand,” Mr. Garrack had answered. “But I am just praying that one day my dream will come true and your beautiful wife will shine in my collection which I hope to leave, when I die, to the National Gallery.”


  The Earl was obviously impressed.


  And as Mr. Garrack bowed himself away, Yolanda remembered her mother saying,


  “I don’t want to be in his collection, darling, only in yours.”


  The Earl had laughed.


  “Which is so small that at the moment it does not exist except in my mind!”


  Yolanda had, she recalled, somehow felt glad that they need not be troubled further with Mr. Garrack.


  Yet it was he who came to their rescue in their darkest hour.


  The day after her father was buried, her mother was presented with a very large bill by the hotel.


  She and Yolanda were both in the sitting room of their suite when she received the bill.


  When the servant had left them the Countess said in a small, frightened voice,


  “Whatever am I to do now, Yolanda? I have only my engagement ring to sell, but I doubt if that will give us enough money to pay this enormous bill.”


  Yolanda was well aware that her father had been so certain the horse he fancied was going to win.


  He had pawned most of her mother’s best jewellery and then sold some of her other pieces to finance even more bets.


  Looking at the bill searchingly as if she thought that somehow there must be a mistake, the Countess asked again,


  “What am I to do? Oh, darling, what can I do?”


  As she spoke there was a knock at the door.


  Because her mother was crying, Yolanda jumped up to answer it, as she would not want the servants or anyone else to see her tears.


  Outside was Mr. Garrack.


  He was well dressed and sporting an orchid in his buttonhole.


  Yolanda felt that they had no wish to talk to him at this traumatic moment.


  “I would like to see your mother – ” he began.


  “I am afraid that Mama is not receiving – ”


  Then to her great surprise and before she had even finished speaking, he pushed past her into the sitting room.


  He crossed over the room to where her mother was sitting with a handkerchief held to her eyes.


  He went down on one knee beside her.


  “You must not weep, my beautiful lady,” Yolanda heard him say. “I cannot bear to see you so unhappy.”


  Yolanda thought that it would be embarrassing for her mother if she listened to what Mr. Garrack was saying to her, so she went into the bedroom, but did not close the door.


  She could hear her mother, weak and tearful.


  And next came Mr. Garrack’s voice, sympathetic and flattering.


  She could not hear exactly what was said, only the tone of their voices.


  Her mother’s was low and quieter whilst Mr. Garrack’s was more determined, as if he was fighting to get his own way.


  Yolanda could not think what the conversation was all about, unless he was once again pressing his longing for a portrait of her mother.


  If he was, she considered it rather bad taste at this particular moment.


  Anyway it would be impossible for them to stay in Paris without any money and equally impossible, she now feared, to leave.


  She sat wondering anxiously what they could do, wracking her brain for a solution to their hopeless situation.


  For the first time in her life she began to query why they had so few relations. She had thought about it before, but had not actually asked any questions.


  She knew that her mother’s family, who were very distinguished, lived in the North of England. It was a long way from London, she mused, so maybe that was the reason she had not met any of them.


  Her father’s family, if he had any, must live somewhere in the rural County of Hertfordshire where the family home was situated, she concluded.


  ‘I must ask Mama,’ she had said to herself, ‘if there is anyone we can turn to now that things are so desperate.’


  It seemed to Yolanda as if hours passed.


  At last she could hear Mr. Garrack saying goodbye to her mother and walking across the room to the door.


  “I will order dinner for eight o’clock,” he said as he reached it. “And I will be there waiting, my beautiful lady, eagerly and excitedly for you and your daughter.”


  Then he was gone.


  Yolanda hurried out into the sitting room to find her mother was no longer crying.


  As Yolanda reached her, she held out her hands.


  “We are saved, darling,” she cried. “Saved when I was frightened that we might have been taken to prison.”


  “What has happened, Mama?”


  She knelt down beside her mother’s chair.


  “It may be wrong of me,” she answered, “and some people would think it reprehensible, but I had no choice but to accept Mr. Garrack’s kind offer.”


  “What was that, Mama?”


  “Because he wants my portrait to be painted for his collection, he has offered to pay the bill here and also to pay for us to go back to England.”


  She paused for a moment and then continued softly,


  “He said there is a painter who will do me justice. He has just painted the Princess of Wales, and a great number of fashionable beauties including Mrs. Lillie Langtry.”


  “I suppose,” Yolanda remarked a little doubtfully, “it is very kind of him.”


  “Yes, of course it is,” her mother replied somewhat sharply, “and I certainly cannot imagine anyone else being so incredibly generous or understanding after such a short acquaintance.”


  There was silence for a moment before she added,


  “He told me that if he had known earlier that Papa was being buried here in Paris, he would have arranged for his body to be taken back home to England and he could have been buried in the tomb of his ancestors.”


  Yolanda then remembered that they had not seen Mr. Garrack in the dining room since the night he had first spoken to her mother.


  She supposed that he must have been out of Paris and had not been aware of the duel or of her father’s death.


  As if she had spoken out aloud, her mother said,


  “Mr. Garrack only returned last night. When they told him what had happened to your Papa, he was not only shocked but as he said his ‘heart bled’ for me.”


  Yolanda thought this was a somewhat exaggerated way of talking, but she supposed it was indeed very kind of Mr. Garrack to befriend them.


  “We are returning to London tomorrow, Yolanda, and I never want to see Paris or meet a Frenchman ever again!”


  She spoke bitterly and tears were back in her eyes.


  “Don’t cry, Mama,” begged Yolanda. “You know Papa hated you to be unhappy. I am sure wherever he is, he is still looking after us and somehow everything will be all right.”


  She was trying as hard as she could to cheer up her mother, who now replied,


  “It does seem rather like a miracle that Mr. Garrack, whom we have not known before, should appear just at this moment and be so very very generous.


  “I told him that I had pawned all my jewellery and the only piece left was my engagement ring. I offered to give it to him, but he would not take it.”


  Yolanda was glad, as she knew that it would have completely broken her mother’s heart to have parted with the engagement ring that had meant so much to her.


  Her parent’s marriage had been a love match. They had been engaged for just a short time and her mother had often said that she and her father had fallen in love with each other at first sight.


  “I knew, darling, the moment I saw him,” she said, “that he was the most handsome, exciting and wonderful man I had ever met.”


  “I am not surprised, Mama.”


  She had noticed that when her father came into a room, the women all looked at him and she could easily understand why her mother had fallen in love so quickly.


  “I have heard Papa say,” she exclaimed, “that he looked at you and lost his heart immediately.”


  “We were so very happy,” her mother said and her voice broke on the last word.


  “I am sure it is Papa who sent Mr. Garrack to us at exactly the right moment. When we get back to England, I am sure we will find things are not as bad as we fear.”


  As it happened it would have been a lot worse, except that Mr. Garrack took them to his large and imposing house in Park Lane.


  He insisted on finding out if there was any money left in her father’s bank account and if they were entitled to sell anything from the family house and estate.


  Mr. Garrack reassured the heartbroken Countess that he was sure something had been overlooked and that they had not been left totally penniless.


  It was only after all the finances had been scrutinised that he conceded that he had been mistaken – there really was nothing left.


  What was more, the income from the people renting the Earl’s house and estate had already been given to the bank against his large overdraft.


  It was then, looking back, Yolanda realised that Mr. Garrack had taken complete control of their lives.


  He managed to persuade her mother that she should for the time being stay with Yolanda at his house in Park Lane.


  “I could, of course,” he said, “quite easily buy you a house anywhere you wanted, but I want to be with you, to see you and to talk to you.”


  He smiled before he added,


  “It seems rather a waste of money when this large house is full of empty rooms and I am a very lonely man!”


  There was really nothing the Countess could do but accept his kind offer.


  It would have been untrue to say that both she and Yolanda did not enjoy the comfort and luxury with which they were now surrounded.


  Because they were in mourning, Mr. Garrack at first did not try to persuade them to meet other people.


  But after quite a short time, he gradually began to bring his friends home.


  It was then that Yolanda began to notice that in many ways he was not exactly a gentleman.


  She did not say it, even quietly to herself, in those particular words – it was just what she observed when she compared him to her father.


  What was more, she considered it embarrassing that Mr. Garrack should be so obviously pleased and delighted to have her mother as a guest.


  Not only because of her beauty but also because of her title.


  There was something in the way he would say to anyone who came to see them.


  “Let me introduce you to the delightful Countess of Longwood, who is staying with me, who is not only the most beautiful woman in the world but also a very valued friend.”


  He always accentuated her title.


  “And also her daughter, Lady Yolanda Wood,” she heard him say dozens of times.


  Always he said her name with what she thought was a pronounced accent on the word ‘Lady’.


  *


  After they had been in London for only a month, the Season had come to an end and the majority of Socialites left London for the country or Scotland.


  They had been talking to two men who were going grouse shooting and Yolanda asked her mother,


  “Do you not think, Mama, it would be a good idea to get in touch with some of your relations? I know they live in the North, but I have not met any of them and it would be very exciting if we went for a visit.”


  The Countess was silent for a moment.


  Yolanda knew she was considering what she should answer and it made her wonder why she had not been told anything about them before.


  Finally her mother said,


  “I suppose, darling, you had better know the truth. When I married your father all my family were very angry. They had arranged for me to marry a distinguished man, rather older than I was. When I fell in love with your father, they tried in every way they could to dissuade me from marrying him.”


  “But you insisted, Mama, and I am very glad that you did!”


  “Of course I insisted! But after we were married your father found them so very disagreeable and unfriendly that we came South and never went back.”


  Yolanda gave a little cry.


  “But, Mama, surely you miss your family.”


  The Countess sighed.


  “To be honest I was so very happy with your father, I hardly ever gave them a thought. My father was never friendly like Papa was with you and my mother was, I think, not particularly fond of children – she had four and found them all rather a bore. As I was the youngest I received the least attention!”


  “It is difficult for me to think of your family being like that, Mama. You have always been so wonderful to me and so was Papa. You never made me feel you did not want me. Although perhaps sometimes I was a nuisance.”


  The Countess laughed.


  “You were never that, darling. We were thrilled to have you but, of course, I ought to have given your Papa a son to follow after him.”


  She paused and then she added,


  “I only realised yesterday that now your father is no longer with us, the Earldom comes to an end. He had two cousins who might have inherited the title, but they were killed fighting with General Gordon at Khartoum.”


  “I call it very sad, Mama, but what happens now to the house and all the things which should have come to the next Earl if there had been one?”


  “Mr. Garrack is looking into that at the moment,” her mother replied. “Of course even if we were allowed to go on living there as there is no heir, we could not afford to do so.”


  “Have we really no money, Mama, except what Mr. Garrack is giving us?” Yolanda asked her in a low voice.


  Her mother shook her head.


  “None, my darling, and I feel it is terrible for us to inflict ourselves on him like this. At the same time he so adores having us here and keeps saying what a difference we have made to his life. I feel it is no use suggesting we go somewhere else.”


  Although it seemed wrong and ungrateful, Yolanda just did not like Mr. Garrack.


  There was something about him that made her feel uncomfortable.


  When he told her that he now looked on her as if she was his daughter, she wanted to respond that she would never be that in a million years.


  Instead she just managed to say,


  “That is so very kind of you.”


  She thought from the expression in his eyes that he knew quite well it was something she did not want.


  *


  It was a short while after this that he persuaded the Countess that Yolanda should be better educated and began making enquiries as to the best school for young ladies in London.


  He discovered that the best school for the daughters of the aristocracy was in fact the Convent of Our Lady just outside Paris.


  A great many aristocrats sent their daughters there and the pupils included the daughters of three Dukes.


  The Mother Superior only accepted the girls from France and other European countries if they came from the grandest and most respected Society families.


  In vain did Yolanda protest that she did not want to leave her beloved mother or England and, almost before she realised what was happening, she found herself sent off to France.


  A middle-aged woman who was one of Mr. Garrack’s secretaries and a courier accompanied her on the journey.


  When she reached the Convent, she found it rather sparse, but the educational facilities were superb.


  The girls were not only taught by nuns but by tutors who came from every part of Europe.


  It was easy to learn French and German, as well as Spanish, Italian and Greek.


  The music teachers were the best in Europe and this pursuit of excellence applied to every other subject.


  Because Yolanda was very intelligent, she enjoyed her lessons enormously and her reports would have pleased any parent.


  Her mother was overjoyed by her progress.


  “I am so thankful, my darling,” she wrote, “that you have settled in and are enjoying your lessons. It is what your father would have wanted, though I doubt very much if we would have been able to afford it.


  “I am just exceedingly grateful to Mr. Garrack for making this possible for you. He sends his love and says the prizes he will give you at the end of term will be well worth waiting for.”


  Yolanda told herself it was very good of him, but at the same time for some unknown reason she had no wish to accept anything more from him.


  She resented being in such debt to him, although her mother always spoke so enthusiastically about him.


  Therefore it was not really such a shock when she was told that when Mr. Garrack had asked her mother to be his wife and that she had accepted.


  She wrote to Yolanda,


  “I will never love anyone as I loved your dearest father, but, darling, I have to think of you and the future.


  You know as well as I do that we have no money, no house and nowhere to go.


  Mr. Garrack has been so kind that I feel it would be most ungrateful if I did not try to make him as happy as I can in return for all he has given us.


  He says that he will treat you as if you were his own daughter and you shall have the best of everything in life.”


  The Countess went on for a long time praising Mr. Garrack’s kindness, explaining over and over again how the only way she could show her gratitude was to do as he wanted.


  At the end of her letter she finished,


  “As you and I are both so aware, darling, there will never be anyone like Papa, but I know he would want you to be well educated and for us both to be secure.


  Your loving Mama.”


  It was something that Yolanda could not contradict yet she still wanted to.


  *


  The next time Yolanda saw her mother she was saddened to see that she looked a little older.


  She was clearly not as happy as she had been when married to the Earl, but Yolanda had to admit she wanted for nothing.


  She had only to murmur her interest in some object and no matter how expensive it was Mr. Garrack bought it for her.


  He was also very generous to Yolanda.


  He bought her new clothes, a piano because she had learnt to play rather well and what she wanted more than anything else, a horse.


  She rode it first in Hyde Park.


  Then she learnt that Mr. Garrack had just purchased a house in the country.


  “He has not had one before,” her mother explained, “because he has always been so busy.”


  “What does he do, Mama?” Yolanda had asked. “I have often wondered why he has so much money.”


  “He has worked for it. He came from quite a poor family, but he has worked himself up to being one of the richest men in the country.”


  “Is that really true?” questioned Yolanda.


  “It is what he has told me, darling, and the way he spends money on me makes me sure he is many times a millionaire.”


  No one could have more jewellery than her mother now possessed.


  She had several pearl necklaces, diamonds, sets of sapphires and aquamarines.


  Yolanda stared at them all in disbelief when they emerged from the safe in her mother’s bedroom.


  But no matter how much the precious trinkets glittered she still harboured a strange feeling about Mr. Garrack that she could not explain.


  She just could not shake the feeling that he was not really what he appeared to be.


  ‘How can I be so stupid?’ she asked herself. ‘Look how kind he was at Christmas! And the presents he gave me – a fur coat, a pearl necklace and more horses to ride.’


  It seemed wrong and she felt ashamed of herself that she did not like him.


  However, as her mother seemed happy, that was all that mattered.


  By now her portrait had been painted, not once but three times by different artists, as Mr. Garrack still claimed that none of them had done her beauty justice.


  His new house in the country was even bigger than the one Yolanda’s father had inherited, but it did not have any atmosphere of antiquity.


  It was large, rich and cold and Yolanda thought that it would be difficult to make it come to life.


  From the moment she entered it she had wanted to feel happy there and part of a family.


  ‘Maybe it will improve as the years go by,’ she told herself.


  But somehow she had no wish to stay there so long.


  Now, without the warmth of her mother, she felt that the house was almost repulsive.


  *


  Her stepfather had welcomed her back from France in a friendly manner that made her feel ashamed of criticising him.


  And she still felt guilty for not feeling inwardly as grateful as she pretended to be.


  “I sent for you,” he said when she arrived, “because I knew you were leaving at the end of term. I felt, as you could not come to your mother’s funeral, you would like to see her grave as soon as it was possible for you to do so.”


  “That is very kind of you,” replied Yolanda warily.


  She was aware her stepfather was inspecting her.


  He had not seen her for nearly six months and now she was over eighteen.


  She was sensible enough to realise she had altered in quite a number of ways.


  Finally he commented,


  “You are beautiful. Not as beautiful as your mother was, but quite beautiful enough to turn the head of any young man who looks at you.”


  She did not reply, feeling very uncomfortable to be spoken to in such a fashion.


  It was as if he was expressing her value in cash and it was somehow degrading.


  “What I hope to do now that I have come home,” she said eventually, “is to find something sensible to do.”


  She was thinking as she spoke that she might work in some capacity with a local charity, or perhaps she could be interested in the running of an orphanage – one of the girls at school had told her she had done so in her country and it had been a great success.


  To her surprise her stepfather laughed.


  “There is no reason for you to look around for work, Yolanda, I have something for you that I will tell you about later. I am sure you will find it very interesting.”


  Yolanda wondered what it could be.


  She had the feeling that if it was something he had chosen, it would not be what she really wanted.


  *


  Now standing quietly at her mother’s graveside she was praying desperately that her mother would help her.


  ‘What am I to do with myself now that you are not here?’ she asked. ‘I cannot just stay here in this house in the country or in the one in London. It was different when you were there and we could talk together. Even without Papa we were happy.’


  She gave a deep sigh before continuing to pray,


  ‘But, dearest Mama, this is going to be something very different and I am frightened. Frightened of the future without you and without anything that I can use my brains and energy on.’


  She looked up at the sky.


  ‘Please help me, Mama. I know you understand. I need your help desperately and I need it quickly.’


  Then because there seemed no answer, she felt the tears come into her eyes and she wiped them away almost roughly.


  She knew it would upset her mother if she cried, but she wept until it was impossible to do so any more.


  However, she was intelligent enough to realise that she now had to make more practical plans for the future.


  What it reduced down to in a few words was that she did not want to stay with her stepfather.


  But where could she go?


  What could she do?


  There was no answer to either of these questions.
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