

  

     

  




Author’s Note


In 1870 the British invented submarine cables and laid one via Gibraltar, Malta, Alexandria, Suez and Aden to Bombay.


Keeping them open and the safety and the privacy of these lines gave much anxiety. It was one of the great technical tasks of the British Empire.


It was a miracle that British could keep in touch with the homeland and with the opening of the Suez Canal it meant that India was not at the other end of the world, but only seventeen days by sea and four shillings a word standard rate by cable.


By 1890 the Empire was encompassed by cables and the Colonial Office telegraph bill had risen from eight hundred pounds a year to eight thousand.




  Chapter One ~ 1875


“I am damned if I will marry anyone!” Lord Edgar Quary trumpeted furiously.


He jumped up as he spoke, and walked to the window to stand with his back to the room.


There was silence until the Duke said,


“The alternative is not very attractive.”


“What is it?” Lord Edgar asked.


“If you will not marry as I have suggested, the only thing I will do is pay your bills for the last and final time, which is what I said before, on condition that you live abroad.”


The Duke paused before he went on,


“I will give you one thousand pounds a year as long as you never come back to England.”


There was silence, a silence that seemed somehow to vibrate between the two brothers.


Then Lord Edgar replied,


“That is, of course, impossible and intolerable, as you well know!”


“Then I advise you,” the Duke said quietly, “to marry Miss Wallace, who has just inherited a fortune of well over half a million pounds.”


His younger brother did not speak and the Duke continued,


“It is quite an exciting and unusual story, if you are interested.”


There was still silence from Lord Edgar and the Duke, seeing that he was prepared to listen, said,


“The girl’s father, General Wallace, who served as a soldier in India for twenty years before he was killed on the North-West Frontier, apparently saved the Maharajah of Kulhapur’s life.”


As if he could not help himself from listening to what he was being told, Lord Edgar turned round and in a disdainful manner sat down on the window seat.


The Maharajah, his brother went on, “was so grateful that, when he died about four months ago, he left General Wallace, apparently unaware that he was dead, part of his immense fortune and, I believe, some exceptional jewels.”


He paused and looked across the room at Lord Edgar and, because he thought that he appeared to be interested, he remarked in a dry cynical tone,


“It will undoubtedly take you some time to spend all that amount!”


There was an expression of fury on Edgar’s handsome face and he clenched his fists as if he longed to strike his brother.


Instead, he said bitingly,


“You have it all nicely tied up, have you not, Alveric? I should have thought, with all your pompous appreciation of the Family Tree, that you would resent having it sullied by what is obviously a family of plebeian snobs.”


He spoke in a rude and insulting way, but the Duke’s expression did not change.


There had been a look of contempt in his grey eyes ever since his brother had arrived from London for an interview that was bound to be unpleasant for both of them.


Now the cynical lines on his face seemed to deepen as he said,


“If that really perturbs you, it will gratify you to know that the Wallaces are an old Scottish family who have attained distinction in the Army generation after generation.”


“I suppose I should be pleased about that,” Lord Edgar responded, still in a rude tone of voice.


“General Sir Alexander Wallace,” the Duke continued, “has received a number of medals for bravery in combat and was, I am told, much respected by his Regiment and is well spoken of in the County.”


“Does he want my title for his niece,” Lord Edgar snapped, “or is it Miss Wallace’s ambition to be affiliated to a Duke?”


“I believe,” the Duke replied, “that the idea came from the girl’s aunt, who is the General’s second wife and much younger than he. As you say, it will be an advantage to them all to be affiliated to the Dukedom of Quarington.”


Lord Edgar laughed and it was not a particularly pleasant sound.


“So, to achieve a position in the highest Society, they are prepared to accept the black sheep of the family, who, of course, is me!”


The Duke rose from his chair and stood with his back to the fireplace.


He was a very good-looking man. The two brothers would have been outstanding in any gathering, even if no one had known who they were.


The Duke was a few inches taller than his brother and, although he habitually looked bored and cynical, it did not detract from his appearance in the same way as did the lines of debauchery on Lord Edgar’s face. They were just beginning to appear, even though he was three years younger than the Duke.


The life he lived in London had made him less athletic than his brother and his waistline was considerably larger.


The Quarys were known for their handsome men and ambitious Mamas had tried for years to ensnare the Head of the Family.


The Duke had, however, stated a long time ago that he had no intention of marrying and, at thirty-four, was adroit enough to avoid every type of bait and trap that was set for him.


He was, nevertheless, very conscious of his responsibilities as the Head of one of the most respected Families in the Kingdom.


He had struggled for years to try to force his younger brother to curb his extravagance and refrain from adding to his already raffish reputation.


But Lord Edgar would listen to no one. He led a life of wild and unrestrained luxury, giving parties that were the delight of every sponger and ‘soiled dove’ in the whole of London.


He raced horses that never won and lost astronomical amounts on ridiculous bets. His behaviour caused amusement and speculation in the Clubs of St. James’s.


However, when the Duke was presented with the bills, he realised that he could not go on forever financing his brother’s spendthrift ways.


He had emphasised repeatedly,


“I am responsible not only for you, Edgar, but for every member of our family.”


“And how you enjoy it,” Lord Edgar countered sarcastically.


“It is not particularly enjoyable to see our alms houses falling into disrepair, our schools needing more teachers, our Clergymen complaining that their stipends are too low and our relations being put on ‘short commons’ – just to finance you!”


“By God, Alveric,” Lord Edgar expostulated, “you talk as if you were down to your last penny. You know as well as I do that you are a very rich man with endless treasures in every house you possess.”


“Treasures that are only in trust for the generations that come after me.”


“Are you worrying about the son you do not have?” Lord Edgar asked mockingly.


The Duke did not deign to answer.


He knew his brother was well aware that the pictures and furniture were all entailed for his successors just as they had been for him when he had inherited the Dukedom.


He had paid thousands upon thousands of pounds during the last few years to his brother’s creditors and he had known for some time that eventually there must be a curb to his extravagance.


The opportunity had come quite unexpectedly. To the Duke’s surprise, General Sir Alexander Wallace and his wife had called on him one day after he had arrived home from London.


Although he had met the General on one or two formal occasions, the Wallaces were not on the list of neighbours whom he invited to his dinner parties. Nor did they attend the intimate gatherings that took place frequently at his ancestral home.


He supposed, although he was not sure, that they were included in the Garden Party which he traditionally gave every year, just as his father and his grandfather had done before him.


At these parties there was a large marquee on one of the lawns and a band playing, while the guests wandered round the terraces admiring the water garden and the flowerbeds and some playing bowls on the bowling green.


Some would spend an hour or so drawing a bow, for archery butts were always in evidence.


The Duke would welcome his guests, and then stroll among the crowd talking to this person and that. He was often uncertain of their names or if he had ever met them before.


He had, of course, agreed to see the General when he was told that he and his wife were at the front door.


When they were shown into the drawing room, he wondered if they had come to solicit his help for some charity or good cause that he was not already engaged in.


There was a great many of these and his secretary kept a long list of those that he contributed generously to each year.


He thought after he had shaken hands with the General that he looked his age and that he seemed slightly embarrassed.


His second wife, however, seemed, very much at her ease and cast the Duke the admiring and flirtatious glances that he was well accustomed to.


They sat down, the Duke offering them some refreshment, which they politely refused.


Then, after an awkward silence, the General cleared his throat and began,


“Your Grace must be a little surprised to see us and perhaps what we have to say may come as an even greater surprise.”


The Duke inclined his head but did not speak and the General went on,


“I have heard from a number of sources, which I need not disclose at this point, that your brother, Lord Edgar, is in some financial difficulty.”


The Duke stiffened.


He resented an outsider speaking of what he thought should be an entirely family affair.


He could only wonder how it was possible that Edgar, unpredictable though he undoubtedly was, should owe money to the General.


“I have heard in fact,” the General continued, “that Lord Edgar is talking of disposing of his horses and that several pictures of family interest are up for sale at Christie’s.”


The Duke’s lips tightened.


He thought furiously that if Edgar were selling any pictures, they were not his, but belonged to the family collection. He had only been lent them for his house in London.


The General had stopped speaking and the Duke said in a voice that was deliberately aloof and cold,


“You, General, are obviously better informed than I am about my brother, but I will, of course, make  the necessary enquiries to find out if what you tell me is correct.”


“I don’t think you will discover that I have misled Your Grace,” the General said. “My wife, however, has a solution to Lord Edgar’s problem.”


The Duke raised his eyebrows.


Then, as if she could not remain silent any longer, Lady Wallace said,


“It seems so sad that anyone as handsome as Lord Edgar should be in such dire straits. My friend, Lady Farringham, whom I think you know, tells me that she is really sorry for the poor young man not knowing where the next penny is coming from.”


It was with the greatest difficulty that the Duke repressed a desire to tell Lady Wallace to mind her own business.


But only four months before he had paid his brother’s debts, which had amounted to nearly thirty thousand pounds.


Then Edgar had sworn to him by everything he held sacred that he would be more careful in future.


“What my husband and I would like to suggest,” Lady Wallace went on, “would not only be of assistance to Your Grace, but also to ourselves.”


The Duke looked puzzled and she said,


“I suppose you have heard of my husband’s brother. Colonel David Wallace, who was awarded the Distinguished Service Order for his brilliant exploits in India before he was killed on the North-West Frontier?”


“Yes, I have, of course, heard of him,” the Duke replied.


He was not particularly interested, he thought, however, it was the only polite thing to say.


“Well, apparently,” Lady Wallace went on, “my brother-in-law in some skirmish or other, which they always appear to be having in India, saved the life of the Maharajah of Kulhapur. He did not tell us anything about it at the time, but three months ago the Maharajah died of some Oriental disease.”


The Duke, wondering what all this had to do with him or Edgar, forced himself to look attentive.


“You can imagine our astonishment,” Lady Wallace continued, “when we learned that my husband’s niece, Vina, who is our Ward and has been living with us since her father’s death, has now inherited such an enormous sum of money. It should have gone to her father had he been alive. We can hardly credit that we are not dreaming!”


Lady Wallace paused for breath and the General interjected,


“The Maharajah was one of the richest men in India, He left my brother well over half a million pounds and jewellery that might have come from Aladdin’s cave.”


“You are certainly to be congratulated,” the Duke murmured politely.


“What we thought,” Lady Wallace said a little nervously, “is that Vina, who is a very pretty young girl, might, if Your Grace agrees, marry Lord Edgar.”


The Duke looked at Lady Wallace in astonishment, as if he thought that he had not heard her right.


Then, as the silence was uncomfortable, he asked,


“Are you suggesting – ?”


“You must see,” Lady Wallace interrupted, “that it would save us worrying about fortune-hunters, who will certainly pursue Vina once the extent of her fortune is known and would also relieve Lord Edgar of seeking assistance from Your Grace.”


The way she spoke told the Duke quite clearly that his brother’s frequent pleas for money had not gone unnoticed by the County.


Lord Edgar’s financial straits were well known in London, where gossip flew on the wind, but he had not suspected that his difficulties were common knowledge locally.


At the same time he saw exactly what the General and Lady Wallace were offering him, and, as they had said, it certainly seemed a solution to the problem.


“Has your niece met my brother?” he asked the General.


Lady Wallace answered for her husband.


“No, of course not. Vina was in mourning until the beginning of this year. We were planning, my husband and I, to take her to London next month so that she could make her curtsey to Queen Victoria at Buckingham Palace and become a debutante. We were even thinking that we might afford to give a small ball for her.”


She glanced at the General as she spoke and the Duke was aware that she was looking forward to a ball and any other entertainments that might take place in London. She would doubtless appreciate them, he thought, even more than her niece.


“How old is Miss Vina Wallace?” the Duke asked.


“She is eighteen.”


“And you consider her a suitable wife for my brother, who will be thirty-two in July?”


“I think any girl would be very lucky, Your Grace, to marry into your family.”


That, the Duke thought, was the crux of the whole matter!


Of course the General and Lady Wallace wanted to be affiliated to the Quarys, for to be persona grata with their relations, all of whom had married into the most respected families in the land, would be a great social accolade.


For a moment the Duke longed to tell them that the Quary name was not for sale and that they could take their money elsewhere.


Then he wondered if, perhaps, this might not be the saving of Edgar.


If he had a wife, there was just a chance, although it was a very long shot, that he might settle down and behave better than he was doing at the moment.


When the Duke thought of the immense amount of money that Edgar had been spending on what were called ‘soiled doves’, actresses, ballet dancers and others and on the jewels for which they all apparently had an insatiable desire, it made him furious.


It seemed to him just impossible that any man could run through so much money in so short a time.


He guessed that the only reason that Edgar had not been back begging him once again to pay his debts was that he had made so great a scene four months before. It was obviously something his brother, like himself, wished to avoid for as long as possible.


Perhaps this might be the answer.


He was not sure, but it seemed at least better than making further economies in his own affairs as he had had to do before Christmas, when Edgar had demanded thirty thousand pounds and was given it.


“May I say,” he replied to Lady Wallace, “that I would like to think over your proposition and, of course, discuss it with my brother. I can only thank you both for making such a suggestion. I hope I shall be able to give you an answer in the very near future.”


He rose to his feet as he spoke.


There was nothing the General and Lady Wallace could do but to stand up as well.


The Duke thanked them again for coming and escorted them to the front door.


Their carriage was waiting and, as they walked down the steps, it was with difficulty, as Lady Wallace looked back and waved her hand, that the Duke forced a smile to his lips.


Then he walked to his study in a black rage, which made him long to strike somebody, preferably Edgar.


How was it possible, how was it believable that he could have got himself into the same mess that he had been in half a dozen times before and in less than six months?


Another man might have sworn aloud in his rage or at least taken a strong drink from the Tantalus table that stood in a corner of the room.


But the Duke only walked to the window to stare out with unseeing eyes at the garden, where the first spring flowers were just coming into bloom.


He was thinking of how he had tried ever since his parents’ death to look after Edgar.


He had, however, failed in his attempts to make him behave in what to him was an ordinary and normal manner.


But Edgar had laughed at everything that was respectable and he disliked most of the people who wished to be friendly for the sake of the family.


He had made himself the leader of what was a raffish and ill-behaved, drunken crowd of young men, already notorious for their behaviour in London and the country. They had drunk and broken up several nightclubs where they spent most of their evenings.


They had arranged steeplechases where the competitors were usually so drunk that they had become involved in a series of accidents.


What was more, the Duke had already been reprimanded by Queen Victoria for allowing his brother to run riot in such a disreputable manner.


‘What can I do? Where have I failed?’ he had asked himself a hundred times and not yet found an answer.


As his anger gradually subsided, he told himself that perhaps this was indeed a chance not to be missed.


If Miss Vina Wallace was prepared to sell herself for a title, then she must be a tough young woman who could undoubtedly cope with Edgar and his peculiarities.


He thought things over for some time and then rang the bell for his secretary.


John Simpson had served with the Duke in the Horse Guards. When, on inheriting the title, the Duke left, he had asked Simpson to come with him as secretary or what was known in Royal circles as Comptroller, for he knew that he was a most able man.


Simpson jumped at the opportunity as he liked the Duke and admired him enormously.


Such a solution would solve his financial worries.


He took over the running of Quarington from a much older man and brought it to as near perfection as was possible.


Because he was a gentleman, the old servants who had been there for years liked him. They did not resent him tactfully suggesting new methods that they would have instinctively fought against had they come from anybody else.


Now as John Simpson, who was getting on towards forty, came into the room, the Duke said,


“General Wallace and his wife have just called on me.”


“I was aware of that, Your Grace.”


“You will hardly believe why they came!”


There was a mischievous twinkle in John Simpson’s eye as he replied,


“I think, Your Grace, that it concerned Lord Edgar.” 


The Duke sat upright.


“How on Earth can you know that?”


“Even the bees carry news in this County from flower to flower!” John Simpson said. “And I heard two weeks ago that Miss Vina Wallace had inherited a fortune.”


“So you knew they would be suggesting that she should marry Lord Edgar?”


“Lady Wallace has always been extremely ambitious to move in the same set as Your Grace!”


The Duke could not help laughing.


“I cannot believe it, John. If you know all this, why did you not tell me?”


“I did not think about it until I learned that the General and Lady Wallace had been here and I guessed that they had actually been brave enough to approach you.”


“But you knew that they were thinking about it?”


“I was told by some mutual friends about a fortnight ago,” John Simpson replied, “what was Lady Wallace’s greatest ambition and that she had Lord Edgar in mind.”


“And what has he been up to now?” the Duke asked.


“He has lost a great deal of money on the Racecourse,” Simpson replied, “and he has also taken under his protection the most expensive young woman from the Olympic Theatre. Her carriage, horses and jewels are the envy of everybody else in her profession.”


The Duke was still for a moment. 


Then he said,


“If he wants to live like a Maharajah, it is only poetic justice that he should spend a Maharajah’s money! Send for him, John, and say I wish to speak to him.”


Looking at his brother now, the Duke supposed that, as he was so good-looking, any woman would find it easy to forgive him his sins.


But he could not help thinking that Miss Wallace would need an iron determination and total insensitivity to cope with anyone who was so profligate where money was concerned.


As if he knew what his brother was thinking, Lord Edgar said,


“I suppose it is something I shall have to accept, but you had better give me a house where I can leave the blasted woman while I enjoy myself in London!”


“If she has any sense, she will tie up her money so that she can limit the amount you can spend,” the Duke remarked.


“In which case I will not marry her!” Lord Edgar replied.


“I have already pointed out that you really have no choice,” the Duke retorted.


“Well, don’t make things any more difficult for me than they are already,” Lord Edgar snapped. “If she wants my title, that is what she shall have. I want her fortune, but I am not having it doled out like a schoolboy’s pocket money!”


“That, of course, is up to you,” the Duke commented, “and I suppose the first step, if we are to behave correctly, is to ask the Wallaces to stay and for you to meet Miss Vina while she is festooned in the jewels which are part of the package!”


There was no mistaking the contempt in the Duke’s voice and Lord Edgar said,


“There is no point in being nasty about it, Alveric, at least you are off the hook.”


“That is true if a somewhat vulgar way of putting it,” the Duke agreed.


“Well then, stop bellyaching and let’s get on with it. There are one or two people who have to be paid immediately. I suppose you would not care to advance me five thousand pounds?”


“I would not!” the Duke said firmly.


“Very well then,” Lord Edgar said, “the sooner the marriage takes place the better! Which house are you going to give me?”
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