

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Auctions have taken place all through civilisation.


There is evidence of slave auctions in the Homeric period of Greek history, from early Christianity and to the more modern slave trade.


The earliest known American auction was held in New Amsterdam in 1662.


Over the centuries laws and regulations have been laid down in order to control fraud and abuse.


I asked the Archives Department of Coutts’s Bank when cheques were first introduced, but apparently it is difficult to pinpoint a specific date.


The forerunners of cheques, such as ‘Notes of Hand’ and other ‘negotiable instruments’ and cheques, merged in a gradual process during the mid-eighteenth century.


The first formalised cheque books were introduced in the 1780s.




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1887


Zarina Bryden stepped out of the carriage, which had brought her down from London and, because she was excited, she ran up the front steps.


The old butler, whom she had known since she was a child, was waiting for her in the hall.


“Welcome home, Miss Zarina,” he said. “It warms our hearts to have you back.”


“It’s wonderful to be back, Duncan,” she replied with enthusiasm.


She talked for a few minutes and then walked into the drawing room.


She looked round at the familiar pictures and furniture that she had not seen for over a year.


When her father and mother had been killed in a railway accident, she had been forced to leave home and go to London.


She had stayed there with her uncle and aunt. It was a sensible decision because she attended a Young Ladies Seminary in Knightsbridge.


It was a Finishing School for the daughters of aristocrats and while she was there she made many new friends.


When she came out as a debutante, she was invited to all the best parties and the most prestigious balls.


That she had been a success was not surprising.


She was not only beautiful, but also immensely rich.


Colonel Harold Bryden’s daughter and only child had inherited his considerable fortune.


She was also left an immense amount of money by her American Godmother.


When Zarina had been christened, her Godmother, who had been a close friend of her mother’s, had come to England.


Mrs. Vanderstein had Russian blood somewhere in her ancestry and she was very proud of it. Despite the fact that she had married twice, she had no children of her own and she had insisted that her Goddaughter should be named after her.


Therefore, when she eventually died, she had left everything she possessed to Zarina.


Society was at the moment very interested in American heiresses and so it was not surprising that Zarina, with such a huge bank balance, should attract a great deal of attention.


Young men who had begged her to become their wives were not entirely influenced by the mountain of dollars that she possessed or so they said.


There was no doubt that she was a beauty.


Now that the Season was over, Zarina had been determined to return to her house in the country.


To her it had been and always would be her home.


She had suggested returning before now, but her uncle and aunt had thought it a mistake to revive the misery that she had felt when she lost her father and mother so tragically.


Now, looking round the drawing room, it swept over her how much Bryden Hall meant to her.


She could see her mother sitting in a chair by the window.


It was where she sat when she read her the Fairytales that she had loved when she was a small girl.


It was through her father that she had enjoyed the books that filled The Hall’s library.


There he had described to her the many countries he had visited and how fascinating they were.


“As soon as you are older, my Poppet,” he had told her, “I will take you to Egypt to see the Pyramids and we will pass through the Suez Canal, which was opened only eighteen years ago and then on through the Red Sea.”


“Oh, let’s go now, Papa,” Zarina had begged him.


He had shaken his head.


“There is a great deal more for you to learn at home before you start exploring the world, my darling daughter. As I have told you so often, I like women who are intelligent like your mother and not empty-headed like so many Socialites.”


Zarina remembered how scathing he had been about the many beauties who were such a success in London.


She had learned, when she moved into the Social scene, that they were pursued by the Prince of Wales.


She had, of course, seen His Royal Highness looking exceedingly smart and very dashing.


Her contemporaries quickly told her that he was not interested in girls and she would never be invited to Marlborough House.


It had not troubled her in the slightest, but she realised that her Aunt Edith would have enjoyed every minute of being in the ‘Royal presence’.


Lady Bryden, however, knew quite a number of distinguished hostesses.


Zarina’s uncle, General Sir Alexander Bryden, had commanded the Household Cavalry, which made him persona grata in most Social circles.


Zarina found him rather awe-inspiring and yet, as he was her Guardian, she realised that if she was to do what she wanted, she had to gain his approval.


It had been hard work for her to persuade him that as soon as the Season was over she should go home.


“Your aunt has a great many things to do in London,” he had pointed out.


“Then I tell you what, Uncle Alexander,” she said, “you and I could go down to Bryden Hall for a few days. I must see what is happening there and, after all, now that Papa is dead, the people in the village as well as those who work on the estate are my people.”


She made it sound as if it was her duty, knowing that it was something that her uncle would appreciate.


He capitulated and said,


“Very well, Zarina, we will go down on Thursday and perhaps stay a week. I will try to persuade your aunt to join us, but I know that she has several committee meetings she must attend.”


Lady Bryden was very given to good works, especially since it brought her into contact with some of the most distinguished Peeresses and minor Royals.


Looking round the drawing room, Zarina felt her mother’s presence so strongly that it was almost as if she could talk to her.


She had known she would feel like this when she came home and at the same time, she hadd had no wish to avoid it.


She jumped when she heard Duncan’s voice saying,


“I thinks, Miss Zarina, you’d like your tea served in the library, as you used to do in the old days.”


“Of course I would, Duncan,” Zarina replied. “It’s very kind of you to think of it.”


She pulled off her hat and travelling-cloak and handed them to him.


“My lady’s maid is travelling in the brake with the General’s valet. I expect Mrs. Merryweather will show her round.”


“She’s waiting to do that, Miss Zarina,” Duncan replied, “and longing to see you, just as is cook and, of course, Jenkins in the stables.”


“I want to see everybody and everything,” Zarina smiled. “Oh, Duncan, it’s so wonderful to be home. I have missed you all, just as I miss – Papa and – Mama.”


The tears came into her eyes as she spoke about them.


Duncan, as he had done when she was a child, patted her on the shoulder and soothed her,


“Now don’t you upset yourself, Miss Zarina. The Master would want you to be brave and there’s a great many things for you to do now that you’ve come home.”


Zarina wiped away her tears.


They walked along the passage that led to the library.


It was a beautiful room with a brass balcony along one wall that was reached by a ladder of twisting wooden steps and Zarina had loved to climb up it when she was a child.


She thought that when she was alone she would climb up those steps again.


Tea was arranged in front of the fireplace and because it was summer, instead of a fire, fragrant flowers filled the hearth.


“I wonders how long the General’ll be, Miss Zarina?” Duncan asked. “If he’s not far behind, I’ll go and fetch another cup.”


“He is travelling by train and should be here at half-past-six, well in time for dinner,” Zarina replied. “Tell Jenkins to meet him at the Station.”


“Very good, Miss Zarina,” Duncan answered, “and will her Ladyship be accompanying him?” 


“No. My aunt has to stay in London,” Zarina explained.


She smiled at the old man as she said,


“I would really prefer to be here on my own. I am sure Jenkins has kept the horses well exercised for me.”


“That he has, Miss Zarina! He’s been a-grooming them till their coats shine like satin!”


Zarina laughed.


She understood quite well that everything had been done to make her homecoming a happy one.


Although she had been in London, she had kept in touch with Mr. Bennett, who was in charge of the house and the estate.


Her father had trusted him and she knew that she could do the same.


He had written every week to tell her what was happening in the village and amongst her own people.


She wrote letters of congratulation to those who had a Golden Wedding and there were presents for any villagers who were married. She also sent congratulations to those who had a baby.


She had instructed Mr. Bennett to increase the wages of those who worked for her.


She could afford it and she wanted the estate to look as good as her father had made it, possibly even better.


Now, as she sat down to drink her tea, she asked Duncan questions about the people she remembered.


The Vicar had always been a favourite of hers ever since he had prepared her for her Confirmation.


“The Reverend’s just the same,” Duncan told her. “He’s got a bit older and his hair’s turning grey, but he be as kind as he always were.”


He paused before he added,


“He’s having a bit of trouble with his son, but I expect Mr. Bennett’ll tell you about that himself.”


“I know Mr. Walter had three different jobs last year,” Zarina answered. “Surely he has settled down by now?”


Duncan shook his head.


“One can never be sure with Mr. Walter.”


They talked about the Vicar’s family for a short while and then Zarina enquired about the doctor, his children and the people who kept the shop.


She was relieved to know they were all still there and there were very few changes.


By this time she had finished her tea and, leaving Duncan to clear away, she went up the stairs.


She could hear her lady’s maid and Mrs. Merryweather talking in her bedroom.


She passed the half-open door and went to the Master suite, where her father and mother had always slept.


She opened the door and was instantly aware of the scent of potpourri and lavender and once again she felt as if her parents were there, waiting for her.


The curtains were closed over the windows and she drew them back to let in the bright sunshine.


She looked at the big four-poster bed. How often she had climbed into it to lie beside her mother and beg for a story.


It was an agony to come back and not find her parents there.


Yet it was something that she had to do.


She felt that for too long she had neglected the people she employed, who loved her because she was her father’s daughter.


‘Whatever Uncle Alexander and Aunt Edith say,’ she told herself, ‘I am going to stay here at least during the autumn.’


It had been exciting to be in London, she would not deny that.


It was also a thrill to find that she was such a success.


At the same time it was impossible not to know when she entered a ballroom that the Dowagers were murmuring to each other,


“That is the heiress.”


The same thing occurred when she appeared at a party, a luncheon, or a Reception.


At first it made her feel self-conscious and, while she tried to ignore it, she could not help being aware that her money decidedly labelled her.


There was no escape from it.


Because she was intelligent, she told herself that it must not act as a barrier between her and other people.


She was always on guard when a young man led her out into the garden and without any prevarication began by saying,


“I love you, Zarina, and I want, more than I have ever wanted anything in my life, to make you my wife.”


They all sounded so sincere.


There was no doubt that each looked as if he were in love.


Equally Zarina had been told that the men in question were heavily in debt.


Or else they were the sons of distinguished aristocrats whose older brothers would inherit everything.


What was more, she was suspicious, although she tried not to be, of any proposal that came, she thought, on too brief an acquaintance.


What was the hurry – unless the man in question wanted her money?


Why could he not wait and become friends?


He could then discover if they were really in love with each other.


There was only one answer to that.


The over-eager suitors were afraid some other man would get there before them.


‘Getting there,’ meant having control of her money.


‘Supposing I was penniless?’ she asked herself one night. ‘I wonder what would have happened then?’


She had just returned from a ball, having received three proposals of marriage.


She knew the truth of each one and it was very humiliating.


Now she told herself, as she opened a window in her mother and father’s bedroom, that she was really home.


The people here had loved her before she was rich.


They would not love her anymore because she had so many American dollars in the Bank.


She looked out over the garden with its smooth green lawns and colourful flowerbeds.


Beyond them were the trees that she had climbed as soon as she was old enough to do so.


‘I love it! I love every blade of grass, every bird in the trees and every bee buzzing over the flowers,’ she thought. I am home, home! And no one shall spoil it for me.’


She stayed for a long time in her parents’ room.


Then she went to the boudoir next door, which contained many of her mother’s treasures.


There were china ornaments that she had told Zarina stories about and pictures on the walls that her father had given his wife because she loved French artists.


There were special books that her mother had read again and again because she said that they inspired her.


‘I shall read them as I have read them before,’ Zarina promised herself.


It was some time later that she heard a carriage draw up outside and knew that her uncle had arrived.


She wished that he had not come and she could be alone.


When she had suggested there was no reason to take him away from London, her aunt had been horrified.


“Of course you must be chaperoned,” she insisted.


“Surely not when I am staying in my own home?” Zarina replied.


“You are not a child with a Nanny in charge of you,” her Aunt Edith said sharply. “You are a young woman. If a gentleman called on you when you had no chaperone, it would be very improper for you even to speak to him!”


There was no use arguing and Zarina had accepted the inevitable.


Now her uncle had arrived and she thought that he would somehow spoil the atmosphere of the house and her joy at being home.


As she walked along the corridor towards her own bedroom, she could hear his voice, strong and dominant in the hall.


She then went into her bedroom, found Mrs. Merryweather there and kissed her affectionately.


“It’s a real joy to see you, Miss Zarina!” Mrs. Merryweather exclaimed.


“It is wonderful to be home,” Zarina answered, “and it’s looking as perfect as it always was. I am so grateful to you.”


“We’ve done our best,” Mrs. Merryweather said with obvious satisfaction. “It’ll be just like old times to have you with us.”


Zarina had a bath, which the housemaids placed in front of the fireplace and hot water in polished brass cans was carried upstairs by two footmen.


She pretended that she was not grown up, but still a child.


She expected to hear her Nanny say,


“Come along, slowcoach. It’s time for bed!”


Instead she put on one of her pretty more expensive gowns, which her aunt had chosen for her in Bond Street, and went downstairs.


She had been in the drawing room for only a few minutes before her uncle appeared.


He was looking very smart in his evening clothes and his grey hair, which was growing a little thin, was brushed back meticulously.


Everything about him was, in the words of his valet, ‘spick and span’ and Zarina that knew it was what he expected of the troops he commanded.


“Here I am, Zarina,” the General greeted her as he walked towards her. “The, train was late, as might be expected.”


“It is nice to see you, Uncle Alexander,” Zarina said, kissing his cheek. “Duncan has opened a bottle of champagne to celebrate my return home.” 


“Champagne, eh?” the General exclaimed. “Well, I will not say no, after what has been an uncomfortable and tiring journey. People go into ecstasies about the convenience of the railways, but I definitely prefer my reliable horses.”


“I feel the same,” Zarina said as she smiled. “It took us only just over three hours to come here and it was lovely travelling through the countryside.”


They talked about the estate when they were at dinner and the General suggested,


“We will look at the farms tomorrow and see what progress has been made in clearing the trees in the woods that were felled during the storms last winter.”


“I am sure we will find everything exactly as we want it,” Zarina replied. “Mr. Bennett is very efficient.”


“It is always a mistake not to inspect everything one owns down to the last stone,” the General said. “And that is what we must do, my dear, before we return to London.”


There was a little pause before Zarina added,


“I was just thinking, Uncle Alexander, that I would like to stay on here at least until the winter. After all it is my home and if you and Aunt Edith insist on my having a chaperone, perhaps one of my old Governesses would come to stay with me.”


The General did not speak for a moment.


He drank a little of the claret that Duncan had poured out for him before he answered,


“That is something, my dear, I wish to talk to you about after dinner.”


The way he spoke made it clear to Zarina that it was a subject he did not wish to discuss in front of the servants.


She wondered what he was going to say.


While they talked of other things, she told herself that she would not be dissuaded from doing what she wanted.


And what she wanted most definitely was to stay in her own home.


At any rate there were at least two months before what was thought of as the ‘Winter Season’ started. And that would not be until after Queen Victoria had returned from Balmoral Castle.


The majority of the gentlemen who had been shooting grouse in Scotland would also be returning to London then.


‘I would rather ride my horses over my own land than go trit-trotting in Rotten Row,’ Zarina thought.


She had the feeling, however, that her uncle was going to oppose any suggestion that she might make.


And he would expect her to obey him.


‘I will not do it,’ she told herself indignantly. ‘He may be my Guardian, but it is my money that I am spending and I am entitled to have a will of my own.’


She was, however, somewhat apprehensive.


After they had finished their coffee and the General had drunk a small glass of port, they left the dining room.


He had already said that he had no wish for her to leave him, as would have been correct.


The way he spoke made Zarina wonder if he was suspicious that she might disappear by going up to bed.


‘I really am rather tired,’ she thought as they went into the drawing room. ‘I don’t want any disagreeableness with Uncle Alexander on my first night at home.’


Duncan had lit the crystal chandeliers, which made the whole room look enchanting.


If only, Zarina thought, her father and mother were waiting for her, how happy they would all be.


She remembered how her father would laugh at many of the things she said and her mother would look at her with love in her eyes and she well knew how much she meant to them both.


The General went to stand in front of the fireplace.


Zarina was aware by the expression on his face that he was going to give her a lecture of some sort.


She tried to remember if she had done anything wrong, but could think of nothing.


Because he expected it, she sat down on a sofa just a little way from him and she put her hands demurely in her lap.


“One of the reasons I did not accompany you, Zarina, when you left,” the General began, “was that I had a very important interview that concerns you and your future.”
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