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  DOLLARS FOR THE DUKE




  Following the sudden death of his rakish father, Seldon Burn unexpectedly inherits the title of Duke of Otterburn. Returning to the family estate, he swiftly discovers that the title is the only thing he has inherited – along with a mountain of his father’s debts and nothing to pay them with.




  A brave and proud soldier, nothing has prepared the new Duke for the devastation to the family coffers caused by his late father’s love of lavish entertainment, Gaiety Girls and good living. Meeting with the family Solicitor, the Duke is horrified to discover the Ducal properties are crumbling, everything of value is entailed and even the racehorses have not been schooled properly. 




  Desperately seeking to rebuild the family fortune and honourably fulfil his duty of care to the old and infirm of the village, his cousin Edith, a sophisticated Socialite, offers a solution.




  She suggests that he follows in the footsteps of many an impoverished English aristocrat and marries a wealthy American heiress – she even has a fitting bride in mind from her recent visit to New York.




  With no viable alternative and a pressing demand for money, a wedding is hastily arranged – but will the English traditions of generations of the Burn’s family be overshadowed by the razzle-dazzle of the Duke’s mother-in-law to be, Mrs. Vandevilt, the renowned New York hostess?




  Horrified at being married for his title and not love, the Duke is so angry that he barely considers the feelings of his young and vulnerable bride. Meanwhile, the lovely Magnolia Vandevilt, one of the richest heiresses in America, is equally disgusted and contemptuous of a man who is marrying her only for her money.




  Joined together in holy matrimony, can this marriage of convenience ever be more than a disappointment and battleground as both parties dream of the love they might have had?




  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  As I have related in this story, the long line of American heiresses eager to marry titles in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries started with Jenny Jerome who married Lord Randolph Churchill in 1874.




  Historians estimate that by 1909 there were around five hundred marriages in which the bridegroom might have been dissolute, homosexual, brutal or have serious mental health issues, but so long as he appeared in Debrett’s Peerage or the Almanach de Gotha he was deemed eligible.




  The wedding ceremonies tended to highlight the differences between the reserved and traditional British bridegrooms and the ‘new money’ of their American brides, resulting in celebrations that could be described as ostentatious displays of wealth, which were vividly publicised. For example, at Sherry’s, a famous restaurant of the time in New York, an immense ‘bird’ was exploded to shoot ten thousand roses over the guests, which shocked British Society.




  In circumstances in which these young brides had no say, many thousands of miles away from home, it is amazing that any ever coped with the cultural differences and adjusted to the Society into which they had married.




  As a child the loveliest person I ever saw was the Duchess of Marlborough. Before her marriage she had been Consuela Vanderbilt, an immensely wealthy heiress, and who, despite being desperately unhappy, was adored by everyone who knew her. Her biography, The Glitter and the Gold, describes her sufferings and unmasks the way her dominating mother used threats and even violence to compel her to marry the Duke.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1882




  “I have set out the whole amount, Your Grace, as you asked me to do.”




  The accountant put a sheaf of papers down in front of the Duke.




  He looked at them and then stiffened, as if he could hardly believe what he read. There was a long silence as he turned over several pages before he said,




  “Is it possible, Fossilwaithe, that my father could have run up such a mountain of debts without you or anyone else remonstrating with him?”




  “I assure you, Your Grace,” the accountant said respectfully, “both I and my partners spoke to His late Grace on several occasions, but he brushed us aside. Once he even informed me that I was to mind my own business!”




  The Duke sighed.




  He was quite certain that the accountant was telling him the truth, remembering that his father was always exceedingly impatient when anyone argued, let alone opposed him.




  He looked down at the figures again as if he thought that by some miracle they might be changed.




  Then he said,




  “Well, Fossilwaithe, what do you suggest we do about it?”




  He had no idea that the elderly man had been watching him with an expression of compassion in his eyes.




  Now he made a little helpless gesture before he said,




  “It is a problem that has kept me awake for nights, Your Grace, and quite frankly I do not know the answer.”




  The Duke sat back in his chair.




  “Let’s put it more bluntly – what have I to sell?”




  Again Mr. Fossilwaithe, Senior Partner of the Solicitors firm that had looked after the Otterburn estates for many years appeared to have no ready answer.




  As if he felt the situation was intolerable, the Duke rose from his desk and walked across the room to stare out with unseeing eyes over Park Lane towards the green trees in Hyde Park.




  Otterburn House in London was large, impressive and a fitting town house for the Dukes whose name it bore. But the present and fourth Duke of Otterburn was currently thinking of The Castle and the huge estates in Buckinghamshire he had inherited unexpectedly and to which he had returned from the East only a month ago.




  He had never expected to find himself in the position of being the Duke of Otterburn since he had an elder brother besides a father who had seemed a young man at fifty and likely to live for at least another forty years.




  However, the late Duke had been stricken down in what he liked to call his prime by an epidemic that had swept the country last winter, taking its toll of more lives than were usually lost in any one of the small wars in which Britain was regularly engaged in one or another part of the world.




  When Seldon Burn heard of his father’s death, he was only just recovering from the blow of learning that his elder brother, of whom he had been extremely fond, had broken his neck out hunting.




  The information when it reached him had been much delayed because he was fighting a bitter campaign against the treacherous tribesmen on the boundaries of Afghanistan and he was not in a position to communicate with his father until he returned to Peshawar.




  It was there he found waiting for him a telegram to inform him that his father was also dead and that his presence was required in England, as soon as it was possible for him to return.




  He easily obtained compassionate leave.




  At the same time, as he journeyed back across the hot plains, sometimes by train, sometimes by the slower but much more agreeable means of horseback, he faced the fact that his life in the Army had come to an end.




  As a younger son, it had been very clear to him, as he grew into manhood, that he could expect to receive nothing but a small allowance from his father and must make his own way in the world.




  Later he had become aware that although his father had lived ever since his grandfather’s death, in a flamboyantly extravagant manner, there were obvious signs that the estates did not pay their way and that debts were accumulating.




  It was, however, nothing to do with Seldon and he joined the Army taking part in several skirmishes in parts of the world like the Sudan before he was posted to India and found that there, at any rate, it was a life after his own heart.




  Because he was an excellent soldier and a born leader of men, he commanded a company of soldiers who survived the perils of war by being unremittingly courageous and quick-witted.




  This accurately described Seldon Burn himself and he soon earned the reputation of being a daring, if slightly unpredictable Officer, on whom the Higher Command could rely in a crisis.




  There were always crises on the North-West Frontier and there was always in that part of India an enemy lurking behind every rock and every boulder.




  The fact that Seldon and his men could outwit those who were supplied with Russian guns and activated by Russian treachery was a reward in itself.




  Yet now as he steamed through the Red Sea and into the Suez Canal, Seldon knew that a chapter of his life was closing and a new and very different one lay ahead.




  He was not sure what he felt about becoming the fourth Duke of Otterburn.




  When he had last been on leave three years ago, he had discussed the position with his brother.




  He had been quietly confident that Lionel, at any rate, would uphold the dignity of the name and somehow manage to repair the damage that their father was doing to their finances.




  “The old man is spending money like water,” he told Seldon.




  “Where does he get it from?” Seldon enquired curiously.




  “God knows! As you well know, he will never discuss his private affairs with me.”




  “Does he really need to live in such an extravagant style?” Seldon asked. “I notice that we now have twelve footmen in Buckinghamshire, six in London and the stables are so full of horses that one can hardly put a pin between them!”




  “I know,” his brother groaned, “and Papa is determined to extend his racing stable at Newmarket. He has not had a win this year and it infuriates him!”




  “And apart from the horses,” Seldon remarked, “there are the pretty women who are the prerogative of every rake!”




  The two brothers laughed.




  They were both aware that if their father was an extremely handsome man and had an eye for a pretty woman, they certainly did not miss seeing him.




  “You should see the latest,” Lionel remarked. “She really shows off the diamonds he gives her to advantage!”




  “Who is she?”




  “One of the famous Gaiety Girls. She cannot dance, she cannot sing, but she looks like a Goddess, and Papa keeps her cornucopia filled to the brim!”




  The brother laughed again.




  Then Seldon said more seriously,




  “You know, Lionel, it is going to be very hard on you when you do inherit.”




  Lionel shrugged his shoulders.




  “It’s no use worrying,” he said, “and as Papa is strong and healthy, there is every likelihood that he will outlive both of us!”




  Thinking of his brother now, Seldon could remember his saying it carelessl, and yet at the same time, as far as he was concerned, it was to be a prophecy of what actually happened.




  Now Lionel, who had never married, was dead, and so was his father and Seldon, who had never expected for one moment that he would become the Duke, was left with a mountain of debts, which were even greater than he had anticipated.




  He turned from the window.




  “We have to find a solution, Mr, Fossilwaithe.”




  “I agree, Your Grace.”




  “I suppose there is no chance of our selling this house?”




  “It is entailed, my Lord, otherwise your father, if you will forgive the impertinence, would have sold it a long time ago.”




  The Duke sat down again at his desk.




  “I suppose that applies also to the contents of The Castle, especially the pictures?”




  “Almost as if the first Duke, your great grandfather, Your Grace, anticipated that something like this would happen, they too were entailed by him and your grandfather tied up everything else in such a manner that it would be almost impossible to have anything released.”




  Mr. Fossilwaithe paused before he added,




  “There are of course, five hundred acres on the North-West of the estate which belonged originally to Your Grace’s grandmother.”




  The Duke’s eyes lightened.




  “What would that fetch on the open market?”




  “Not very much, Your Grace. And I think I should remind you that not only are the almshouses situated on that particular land, but also a great number of the cottages occupied by your pensioners.”




  The light faded in the Duke’s eyes.




  He knew only too well that if he sold the land to speculators or even to other conscientious landlords, the pensioners could be turned off, the almshouses emptied and filled instead with tenants who could pay a reasonable rent.




  He stared down at the paper in front of him as if once again he could hardly credit that Mr. Fossilwaithe had not invented such a preposterous figure.




  Then he suggested,




  “I think the best thing for me to do is to read very carefully through these papers you have brought me and I would also like to study the survey which I understand your firm made of the Otterburn estates when my father died.”




  “There is a copy of it at The Castle, Your Grace,” Mr. Fossilwaithe replied, “but I have another here if you would like me to leave it with you.”




  “Thank you.”




  Mr. Fossilwaithe produced the copy.




  Then he said respectfully,




  “I wish, Your Grace, I could have brought you better news and given Your Grace a more optimistic forecast for the future.”




  “You have told me the truth,” the Duke replied, “and I know you will agree that only by knowing exactly where I stand, can I have a chance of finding my way out of this mess.”




  There was a sharp note in his voice as he said the last two words and, looking at him, the accountant realised how much he disliked the position he found himself in.




  He was, in fact, feeling that because the debts were so astronomical the family name was being dragged through the mire.




  “You know, Your Grace,” Mr. Fossilwaithe said quietly, “that my firm will do anything in our power to help you.”




  The Duke rose to his feet and held out his hand.




  “I am aware of that,” he said, “and I can only thank you for all you have done so far and your tact and understanding in what I know has been a very difficult situation.”




  “I thank Your Grace.”




  Mr. Fossilwaithe shook the Duke’s hand and bowed himself to the door.




  Only when he had gone did the Duke sink back in his chair, almost as if he was exhausted by the mammoth task that lay ahead of him.




  It was as if the question, like the beat of a drum, repeated and repeated itself over and over in his mind.




  ‘What the devil am I going to do?’




  He was glad in some ways that it was he who had to cope with the problem rather than Lionel.




  Lionel had never been a hard man and would have found it impossible to be as ruthless as the Duke felt that he might have to be.




  First The Castle had to be closed.




  He was aware that this in itself would horrify his Burn relatives, who had always looked on it as the focal point of their lives.




  It was to The Castle they flocked on every possible occasion that called for a gathering of ‘the Clan’.




  For weddings, for funerals, for anniversaries, festivals like Christmas and Easter, the christening of their children, discussion of all the problems that they could not solve individually. They stayed at The Castle so that somehow with the help of their other relatives a solution could be found.




  The Duke knew that to close The Castle would make them feel as if they were deprived of the central point of their existence.




  ‘What else can I do? It’s a huge place and needs a fortune spent on it,’ he ruminated sadly.




  He had gone to The Castle as soon as he arrived in England and found that his father had redecorated the best rooms regardless of expense in the last five years, but the kitchens, the sculleries and the pantries were a disgrace and the servants’ quarters would not have seemed out of place in a slum.




  There were no modern facilities and his father, because he was quite content to have the water for his bath brought up two flights of stairs and along endless corridors by stalwart young footmen, had no idea of the inconvenience lesser mortals had to endure in order to keep clean.




  The gold and silver plate used in the dining room was priceless, but the cracked crockery from which the household ate and drank was only fit for the dustbin.




  The peach and orchid houses were in excellent repair, but the gardeners complained they were short of tools and the roofs of their houses leaked.




  It was as if, the Duke had thought as he looked around, he was afraid to turn over a stone for fear of what he would find underneath it.




  The horses must be sold, that was obvious.




  The racing stable was still as unsuccessful as it had been three years ago and he doubted if he would get very much for it.




  Although the horses at The Castle were certainly spectacular animals the amount of money they would bring in when they were sold would be a drop in the ocean against the sum total of his father’s debts.




  As if he felt he could not bear to sit at his desk staring at the figures that Mr. Fossilwaithe had just put in front of him, the Duke put the papers in a drawer.




  He walked from the library with its exquisitely painted leather books along the passage to the drawing room that overlooked the garden at the back of the house.




  Here his father had employed one of the most expensive decorators in London to cover the walls with silk brocade and to pick out the cornices and the frieze in gold leaf.




  He had also imported an extremely expensive artist from Italy to paint the ceiling with an allegorical picture of Venus surrounded by cupids.




  It was extremely beautiful and the room was certainly a showpiece, but nothing in it was sellable and the pictures, while undoubtedly outstanding, were of course entailed.




  The Duke looked around the room in a depressed manner and then walked to the grog tray standing in one corner, which, on his father’s instructions, was always to be found in every room.




  This was not because he drank a lot himself, but because if he wished to talk to one of the pretty ladies with whom his life was surrounded, he did not want to be interrupted by servants bringing in drinks and preferred to pour them out himself.




  The Duke noticed the bottle of champagne that stood in a golden ice bucket bearing the family crest, the decanters of brandy, whisky and sherry and a plate filled with pâté sandwiches.




  Thinking back over the years the Duke never remembered seeing anyone eat any of the sandwiches that his father ordered to be placed fresh, in every living room every morning and every evening.




  He only hoped that some member of the household enjoyed finishing them off when they were taken away at the end of the day, only to be replaced the following morning with a fresh batch.




  He had just poured himself a very small brandy and was filling up his glass from the soda siphon when the door opened and the butler announced,




  “Lady Edith Burn, Your Grace!”




  The Duke turned round in surprise to see his cousin, nearing middle age who was not only still extremely good-looking but also very smartly dressed.




  “Edith!” he exclaimed in astonishment, putting down his glass. “This is a surprise! I thought you were abroad.”




  “I came back especially to see you, Seldon,” Lady Edith answered. “In fact, I only docked in Southampton yesterday morning.”




  “Then you were in America.”




  Lady Edith nodded.




  She walked across the drawing room to sit down on a blue brocade sofa and regard her cousin from under the brim of her elegant hat, which was decorated with ostrich feathers.




  The Duke eyed her with a faint smile.




  Then he asked,




  “Well, what is the verdict?”




  Lady Edith laughed.




  “You are not so modest, Seldon, that you do not know you are extremely good-looking, and in fact so handsome that I am sure hundreds of British hearts will start to beat faster at the first glimpse of you!”




  “I doubt it,” the Duke replied dryly.




  Lady Edith raised her eyebrows.




  “What does that mean?” she asked.




  “That a Duke without a penny to his name and debts which will prevent him from playing an active part in the Social life you enjoy is not particular asset.”




  There was a sudden softness in Lady Edith’s voice as she replied,




  “I was afraid, dear Seldon, that was what you would discover when you reached home.”




  “I knew things would be bad,” the Duke said, “it was something that Lionel and I both accepted, but not catastrophic!”




  Lady Edith sighed.




  “I liked your father. He was one of the most fascinating men I have ever met in my life, but he never could deny himself anything he wanted and the more expensive it was, the more he was determined to possess it.”




  “I am glad he enjoyed himself!” The Duke said wryly. “But the truth is that I have somehow to pay his creditors, which as far as I can judge will take the rest of my lifetime and while I am doing so, I must find a job, unless I am prepared to starve!”




  There was no doubt now of the note of bitterness in his voice and Lady Edith murmured,




  “I am sorry, Seldon, dear.”




  “So am I,” the Duke replied, “and I daresay you will all be sorry when I close The Castle and this house, but there is nothing else I can do and the sooner the family accept it, the better!”




  “I think it will break their hearts,” Lady Edith commented quietly.




  “I was sure you would feel like that,” the Duke said, “but Fossilwaithe has just left me and the sum total of my father’s debts could buy this country several much needed Battleships or supply an Army with at least two Regiments!”




  As if he could not bear to look at Lady Edith as he spoke, he walked once again to the grog tray to ask when he reached it,




  “What will you have to drink?”




  “A small glass of sherry, please,” Lady Edith replied.




  When he had poured it out, the Duke was thinking he was glad in a way that the first to hear the bad news was his cousin Edith.




  She had always been one of the most charming and sympathetic of his relatives and he had thought that she had more common sense than most of the others.




  Her history was a sad one, for she had become engaged when she was eighteen to a charming man, rich and titled, who had fallen in love with her at first sight – and she with him.




  He was several years older than she and had spent many years travelling round the world, sometimes just for amusement, sometimes because he spoke a great many languages and acted as an unofficial, but very talented envoy for the Government.




  They became engaged, but, as was to be expected, Lady Edith’s parents insisted on the conventional six months wait before they should be married.




  Then her fiancé was asked to take part in some very tricky negotiations that were taking place between the Foreign Secretary and the Sultan of Morocco.




  It was difficult for him to refuse, so taking a fond farewell of Lady Edith, he told her that he would carry out his mission as quickly as possible and be back at least two months before the wedding was arranged to take place.




  He left and Edith busied herself buying her trousseau while writing every day to the man she was desperately in love with. But when the time came for his return, there was no sign of him.




  It was only when another month had passed that she insisted on her father getting in touch with the Foreign Office. It was then he learned to his consternation that Lady Edith’s fiancé had reached Morocco, and then inexplicably had disappeared.




  It took some time to reach with the British Consul and for his reply to reach England.




  As the months passed, the only information Edith received was that her fiancé had been seen with a tribe hostile to the Sultan and he was thought to have been taken prisoner by them.




  The authorities imagined he was being held captive somewhere, but nobody could work out where it was likely to be.




  Because there could be no official statements, it always seemed to Edith that the Foreign Office dragged its feet even to find him, much less insist on his release.




  The months went by, a year passed and still there was no news.




  On her father’s insistence, the Foreign Office sent out a representative to Morocco to make enquiries.




  There were rumours that Lady Edith’s fiancé had been seen in the interior of the country, that he was kept closely confined, that he had escaped and all traces of him had vanished into the sand, and a dozen other stories, none of which seemed to be true.




  But whatever was said, the fact remained that he had not returned and the Foreign Office intent on not displeasing the Sultan did not appear to press the matter as urgently as they might have done.




  Time passed and Edith still waited.




  Then when her parents and everyone else said there was no hope and she must assume her fiancé was dead, she still went on waiting.




  Only ten years later, when some explorers coming back from the unknown parts of Morocco told of a tribe who had kept a white man their prisoner until he had died, did Edith accept there would be no return of the man she loved.




  After this she made some sort of life of her own, but she never married.




  Being comparatively well off, she began to travel, first with her parents and then with a chaperone and finally when she grew older with just a lady’s maid.
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