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			Chapter 1

			THE IDES OF MARCH 1934

			15 CHEYNE WALK, CHELSEA

			One thing I should have learned about my mother was that I could not count on her. After all, she bolted from the family home, abandoning my father and me when I was two, and by the time she resurfaced again in my life she had worked her way through a global list of men. These included an Argentinian polo player, a French race-car driver and an English mountaineer. The latter wanted to marry her and to adopt me. I adored him, but Mummy tired of playing second fiddle to mountains. As an actress, Mummy never played second on any bill.

			She was in many ways like a cat, only showing interest in people when she wanted something from them, on which occasions she could be devastatingly charming. She definitely saw the universe with herself at the center and lesser beings orbiting around her, waiting for her to turn the full glow of her sunshine on them when they were needed. So I should have realized when she told me that she was taking a house in London, intended to write her memoirs and wanted me to be her secretary that it was too good to last for long. We had started off well enough in a delightful little house in Chelsea overlooking the Thames. Mummy was full of enthusiasm. She bought me a sturdy Underwood typewriter, and I had made some progress at mastering it, reaching a typing speed of several words per minute without getting my fingers trapped in the keys. I won’t say it was easy, even then. Mummy would start on some story while I tried to keep up with her, taking frantic notes, only to find that she’d stop with a look of amused horror on that perfect face. “Oh, no. Scratch that, Georgie. I can’t possibly let anyone know about what happened that night,” she’d say. “It would bring down the government (or create a new world war or even the pope would be furious),” leaving me dying of curiosity.

			I was coming to the conclusion that there wasn’t much about her life that could be told to the general public, unless the book were to come out with a plain-brown cover, like Lady Chatterley’s Lover, when the blow fell. We’d been at work for over a month, interrupted only by impulsive visits to her milliner for a new hat or her masseuse for a knot in her shoulder, when she breezed into the breakfast room one morning, waving a letter.

			“It’s from Max, darling.” She sounded breathy, excited. Max von Strohheim, German industrialist, ridiculously wealthy, was her current beau.

			“He’s still pining for you?”

			“More than that, darling. He can’t live without me a moment longer.” I wasn’t quite sure how she knew this, since she spoke no German and Max’s English was limited to monosyllables, but she went on, waving the letter at me. “He says he knows that March in Germany is too gloomy for words so he’s bought us an adorable little villa on Lake Lugano. He knows that I adore Switzerland—so safe and tidy, and the Swiss are so good at hiding one’s money, aren’t they?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never had any money to hide.”

			She ignored this, still caught up in her own rapture. “A villa on Lake Lugano sounds like exactly what I need right now. I do miss sunshine and good Continental food. And I do miss Max too. The sex was truly magnificent. He’s like a rampant stud bull in bed, although I probably shouldn’t discuss such things with my daughter.”

			“Mummy, you’ve been revealing your intimate secrets to me for six weeks,” I said. “And I am twenty-three. So does this mean you’re off to Lake Lugano, then?”

			“Oh, absolutely,” she said. “Tomorrow’s boat train, if my maid can get everything packed up in time.”

			“But what about this house?” I wanted to ask “What about me?” but I was too proud to do so.

			She shrugged, as if this had only just occurred to her. “I’ve paid the rent through the end of the month,” she said. “Feel free to stay on if you want to.”

			That wasn’t the response I had wanted. For one heady moment, I had hoped that she’d invite me to Lake Lugano with her and we’d continue with her autobiography on a vine-covered terrace overlooking the lake with a pot of good coffee or maybe glasses of champagne beside us.

			“What about your book?” I asked. “Aren’t you going to finish it?”

			She laughed. “Oh, darling, it was such a silly idea, wasn’t it? I don’t really want my adoring public to know the sordid details of what I’ve been up to, and as you saw for yourself there’s not much I can divulge without fear of lawsuits. I don’t know why I wanted to do it in the first place.”

			“I do,” I wanted to say. You wanted a reason to spend some time in London with your only daughter. I felt a lump come into my throat.

			“Come on, get your coat on,” she said, attempting to drag me up from the table. “That food isn’t fit for man or beast anyway. We’ll get something out.”

			“Where are we going in such a hurry?”

			“Shopping, of course. I have nothing to wear that’s suitable for a Swiss lake. Harrods or Barker’s, do you think? Both so stodgy and English, aren’t they? I wonder if I should stop off in Paris for a quick run on Chanel? Of course, Coco won’t be there. She’s bound to be at her villa in Nice—or on someone’s yacht.”

			My thoughts sped back to the heady time the year before—Mummy’s villa, Chanel’s dresses; so many adventures. I wondered what it would be like to be the kind of person who mentions casually that she should make a quick run on Chanel. I did at least own one Chanel outfit now, plus some elegant clothes that Mummy had bought me, and it occurred to me that it was rather pathetic of me to feel so let down.

			I followed Mummy into the front hall as she threw a blonde mink stole around her shoulders and placed an adorable cloche hat on her head. I shouldn’t be relying on my mother, I told myself. I should be making my own way in the world. Actually, there was nothing I wanted more. God knows I had tried. But the world was still in the grips of the Great Depression and there were no jobs even for people with oodles of qualifications. My education at a posh Swiss finishing school had only equipped me to walk around with a book on my head, to curtsy without falling over (most of the time) and snag a suitable husband.

			In case you think I was a pathetic specimen unable to attract a man, let me tell you that I was unofficially engaged to an absolutely dreamy chap called Darcy O’Mara. What’s more, he was the son of an Irish peer—which should make him eminently suitable for the daughter of a duke like me, except that he was as broke as I was, lived by his wits and made money in dubious ways. So there was no wedding in my foreseeable future, unless Darcy struck it rich somehow. When I last heard from him, he was in Argentina, involved in some kind of secret undertaking—probably an arms deal.

			“Come on, darling. Let’s go and find a taxicab. I’ve got absolutely masses to do if I’m to get out of here tomorrow.” Mummy yanked at me again as I tried to put on my coat.

			“I thought you weren’t going to bother with London shops, and were going to stop in Paris,” I said.

			“One does need some basics,” she said. “Good woolen underwear, for example. We might go skiing in the Alps. And Harrods can come up with something tolerable occasionally. Is it too late for cashmere in Lugano, do you think?”

			Without waiting for an answer, she dashed into the street and started looking for a cab. I was about to follow her out of the front door when the lugubrious figure of Mrs. Tombs appeared from the kitchen area. “Done with your breakfast then, are you?” she asked in that voice that always implied that life was an unbearable burden.

			“Yes thank you, Mrs. Tombs.”

			“Going out then, are you?”

			She did have a talent for stating the obvious. I was on the front step, with my coat on. “Yes, Mrs. Tombs. My mother needs to do some shopping.”

			“Always shopping, she is. Don’t she have enough clothes by now? She’s already got both wardrobes full upstairs.”

			Privately, I felt that my mother would never have enough clothes. Shopping was a major sport for her, but I wouldn’t dream of being disloyal in front of a domestic. “I don’t think that Miss Daniels’s shopping habits are anything to do with us,” I said, referring to my mother by her stage name, which she preferred to use over her current legal one. She was still officially married to an American oil tycoon called Homer Clegg, who had so far refused to grant her a divorce, owing to a Puritanical religious streak my mother hadn’t known about when she married him.

			“So do you reckon you’ll be back for your dinner?”

			I sighed. She was becoming more annoying by the minute. “Mrs. Tombs, remember I reminded you that the midday meal is called lunch among our type of person, and dinner is served at eight o’clock in the evening.”

			She sniffed, wiping her hands on her pinny. “Well pardon me for breathin’. Yer lunch, then. Are you going to want lunch?”

			“Who can tell?” I said. “Have something ready anyway. Maybe something light like a salad?”

			“You won’t find no lettuce down the greengrocer’s on the corner. Only in your highfalutin sort of shops at this time of year.”

			“Very well, a—” I broke off. I had foolishly been going to suggest a soufflé or even an omelet, both of which would have been beyond her.

			“We’ll bring back smoked salmon. Make sure we have brown bread, thinly sliced.”

			“Right you are then.” I had long ago decided that there was no point in instructing her on the correct way to address the daughter of a duke. She wouldn’t use it.

			She sniffed again and shuffled off to clear the breakfast away. Really, she was a most depressing woman, but she came with the house. “How convenient,” Mummy had said. “We won’t have to hunt for servants.”

			She was what was termed a cook general, although the word “cook” was debatable. Her cooking skills were nonexistent and if we’d let her have her way we’d have dined on gray, overstewed mutton and boiled-to-death cabbage. Fortunately Mummy liked to eat well, and a constant stream of deliverymen from Harrods and Fortnum’s kept us from starvation.

			Mummy had already found a taxicab, one of her many miraculous talents. Cabs just appeared out of nowhere for her. I climbed in beside her.

			“Mrs. Tombs wanted to know if we’d be in for lunch,” I said.

			“That woman should have been drowned at birth,” Mummy said. “Isn’t it funny how people seem to have appropriate names? She has a face like a gravedigger. And I’m sure all the previous tenants died of her cooking. If I weren’t leaving, I’d write to the owner and let him know what a disaster she is. Of course, he doesn’t care. He’s in Monte Carlo.”

			“She does clean quite well,” I pointed out. “It’s not her fault she can’t cook.”

			“You are too nice natured, darling. You won’t get anywhere in this world being kind and generous. You must turn into a lioness like me and gobble up people who disagree with you.”

			“I’m not very good at gobbling,” I said. “And I want to like people, and be liked by them.”

			She sighed. “The sooner you get married and have babies to adore the better.” She paused, looking out of the window at the side wall of Harrods. “No news of the delectable Darcy then?”

			“Nothing for ages.” I sighed.

			“You must make him want to come rushing back to your side, my darling. You must learn how to turn into a little tigress in bed. It’s a pity I’m going or I could have given you a few pointers.”

			“Mummy, we’re not married yet,” I said in a shocked voice.

			She laughed merrily at this. “Darling, since when did sex and marriage have anything to do with each other. Our kind of people marry so they can legally get their hands on nice pieces of property and someone else’s title and fortune.”

			I smiled out of the window but said nothing. Mummy was hardly “our kind of people,” having been born in a two-up, two-down house in the East End of London to a Cockney policeman and his wife. Fortunately, her acting skills and stunning good looks had snagged her my father—the Duke of Glengarry and Rannoch, who was Queen Victoria’s grandson and thus cousin to the king, which made her “Your Grace” for a while, until she bolted. It was the title she regretted giving up most. She still liked to play the role of “Your Grace.”

			The taxi pulled up outside the front entrance to Harrods. A braided doorman leaped forward to open the door, as if knowing instinctively that Mummy was inside.

			“Hello, Albert,” she said, turning the full force of her radiance on to him. “How are you today?”

			“All the better for seeing you, Your Grace,” he said as his fingers closed around the generous tip.

			“How sweet of you to remember me,” she said. As if he wouldn’t.

			Then she swept through the cosmetics department, pausing only long enough to request a jar of her favorite face cream to be ready for her on her way out; the glove department, pausing only long enough to ask for emerald green kid gloves and a matching scarf and then she was in the lift going up to the dress department. During the next half hour, she must have tried on at least twenty and discarded them all as too frumpy and too last-season.

			So we were off again, at whirlwind speed, collecting gloves, scarf and face cream, and commissioning someone to run to the food hall and have smoked salmon delivered by noon to the house. As usual, I was in awe of her energy, efficiency and the way she took it for granted that every employee of Harrods was there only for her. If only I could have been a little more like her, in temperament and in looks. I sighed. She was petite with huge, blue eyes, giving a quite false air of being helpless and delicate. I was tall and angular with the healthy, outdoorsy appearance of my hardy Scottish ancestors.

			“Where to now, do you think?” she asked as another taxicab screeched to a halt beside us. “Not Barker’s. Too depressing. Selfridge’s? Too common. Liberty’s? Too country. Fenwick’s? Now, there’s a thought. She tapped on the glass. “Bond Street, driver. One should find something there.”

			And so we set off again. “Have I time to get my hair set, do you think?” she asked. “That adorable young man around the corner from the Burlington Arcade will fit me in, I know. You can wander for a while, darling, can’t you, while I have a teeny little shampoo and set?”

			Privately, I thought that one of the more depressing things in the world was to wander along Bond Street with no means of buying anything in the shops, but it was only a rhetorical question and a fine enough day for walking. We dashed through Fenwick’s, acquiring a Fair Isle skiing jumper, just in case she went skiing, a bathing wrap in case she decided to bathe and a pair of good, sensible, tweed trousers for tramping around the Alps. To this she added a variety of undergarments.

			“Of course only the French know anything about underwear,” she said in her clear, theatrical voice, which carried to the gods. “The English don’t seem to think undies should have anything to do with seduction or sex. What red-blooded man would possibly want to tear off these voluminous English knickers?” And she brandished a particularly large pair. Several ladies up from the country turned around in horror. One fanned herself with her gloves. “But there are times when one would rather be warm, and there’s nothing like good English wool for that.”

			Then we were outside and Mummy rushed off to the hairdresser, who left some poor client, half rolled in curlers, to his assistant while he ushered my mother to the best chair. I came out again, wondering what to do for the next hour. I knew I could have asked Mummy for money but I was like my grandfather in such matters. The money came from Max and I was too proud to ask for it.

			So I wandered down Bond Street , half looking in shop windows, imagining what it would be like to go in and say, “I’d like to look at that emerald necklace,” when I was grabbed from behind.
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			Chapter 2

			ON BOND STREET

			Before I could cry out or do anything sensible, I was spun around and a voice gasped in my ear, “Darling, it is you! How absolutely divine.”

			And there was my best friend, Belinda Warburton-Stoke, looking even more lovely and glamorous than the last time I had seen her. She was wearing a black, tailored, two-piece suit with scarlet-leather trim and a little scarlet hat with a provocative veil. Her dark hair was cut in a chic bob and her mouth was a gash of bright-red lipstick. The whole thing screamed Paris.

			“And shopping in Bond Street, no less,” she said. “Things must be on the up and up for you.”

			“I wish they were.” I kissed the cheek she had extended to me. “But it’s lovely to see you too, Belinda. I’ve missed you. Where have you been? I called at your mews cottage a couple of times but it was all shut up and deserted.”

			“Paris, darling. Where else?”

			“Another French marquis?” She had been smitten by a dashing marquis when we had been in France together the previous year.

			“Not at all. I’ve been working for Chanel, if you’d really like to know. Remember, she did say that my designs showed promise, so I thought I’d go and learn at the feet of the master—or in Coco’s case, the mistress.” And she grinned at her double meaning.

			“So are you home just for a visit?”

			A slight spasm of annoyance passed over her face. “I’m afraid we’ve parted ways, Chanel and I. A certain Frenchman started to show interest in me, the way they do.” (They did, for Belinda.) “He was rather attractive so I didn’t exactly repulse his advances. How was I to know he was one of Coco’s lovers? It turns out she doesn’t like to share. So I was given the boot. Here I am, back in London and dying to start my own clothing line.”

			“How exciting,” I said.

			She looked around. “Do you absolutely have to shop or can we go for a coffee? I’d love to chat but these high heels are killing me.”

			“It will have to be somewhere nearby. I’m with my mother, and she’s getting her hair done around the corner.”

			“Ah, so that’s why you’re in Bond Street then. Come on. There’s a little place on Albemarle Street that manages a non-poisonous coffee.” She started off, tottering slightly in enormously high wedges on the uneven pavement. We found the little café and sat, beaming at each other as the waitress brought two demitasses of thick, rich coffee.

			“Your own line, Belinda! That sounds thrilling. You wouldn’t like an efficient, private secretary, would you?”

			“Do you know of one?”

			“Me. I’ve been Mummy’s secretary for the past month. I can actually work a typewriter.”

			“I’m impressed. And I’d hire you in a minute, but frankly, my dear, I can’t start my business without capital. I’m almost as broke as you are. My stepmother—you remember, the wicked witch—persuaded my father that I no longer need an allowance. How hateful is that. She said it was my fault I wasn’t married, and that I should be standing on my own feet at twenty-four.”

			“So we’re in the same boat,” I said. “I was supposed to be helping Mummy write her memoirs.”

			Belinda almost choked on her coffee. “She’d never tell all, surely. My dear, think of the scandals.”

			“I know. That’s what she decided. Also, Max has bought her a villa in Lugano and she’s off to join him, abandoning the project and her only daughter.”

			“I’d probably abandon my only daughter for a villa in Lugano at this time of year,” Belinda said as a great gust of March wind sent newspapers flying outside the window. “So what about you? Where will you go—back to Rannoch House?” (Rannoch House was the family’s London house on Belgrave Square.)

			I shook my head. “It’s all shut up. Binky and Fig decided not to come down to London this winter. Too expensive to move all the staff. They are staying put up at Castle Rannoch.”

			Binky, my brother, was the current Duke of Glengarry and Rannoch. The dreaded Fig was his wife and current duchess. In spite of owning a castle and a London home they were almost as broke as I was, thanks to our father squandering the fortune, and then subsequent death duties on the property.

			“You lived in the London house alone before,” Belinda reminded me.

			“But I’m not allowed to anymore. Fig begrudges the miniscule amount of heat and light I’d use. I can stay on at the house Mummy rented until the end of this month, but I’ve no idea what I’ll do then. I simply can’t go home to Scotland. It’s so dreary there, and Fig makes me feel so unwelcome.”

			“It is your family seat. She’s only a Rannoch by marriage. And not connected to the royals the way you are. You should put your foot down, Georgie.”

			I vigorously stirred the thick, black liquid in my cup. “Unfortunately, it is her house now and not mine. My brother is the duke and she is the duchess, and I’m only a poor relation.”

			“Goodness, you sound depressed,” she said. “I never am. I’m always sure something good will turn up, and it usually does.”

			“You have skills and talents,” I said. “I don’t.”

			“What about the typewriting?”

			“I don’t think I’m good enough to be anybody’s real secretary yet. And anyway, I’ve nowhere to stay.”

			“I’d invite you to share my little mews place but there’s only one bedroom, and it would rather cramp my style—in case I decided to bring someone home occasionally.” She didn’t add that the someone in question would undoubtedly be of the male sex.

			“I understand,” I said.

			“Of course, you have one trump card I don’t have,” Belinda said. “You can always ask your royal relatives to help you.” I should probably mention that Queen Victoria was my great-grandmother and thus King George was my first cousin, once removed.

			“Belinda, I can’t ask them—” I began but she cut me off.

			“You’ve helped them out enough times. What about that princess, or that snuffbox? They owe you a favor, Georgie.”

			“You’re right,” I said. “But in their eyes I have two choices open to me—marry a half-lunatic European prince or become a lady-in-waiting to an elderly royal aunt.”

			“There are one or two rather handsome European princes. Remember Prince Anton?”

			“Yes, but I’m not going to marry out of duty. I already have a chap I love.”

			“How is the divine Darcy?”

			I looked down at my cup. “Off on some jaunt again. The Argentine, I believe. I do love him, Belinda, but he’s hardly ever here.”

			She nodded in sympathy. “Well, even the second of those choices you mentioned sounds preferable to living with Binky and Fig at the moment, don’t you think? Would it be too odious living in a stately home in the country? There would be good food and maybe hunting, and interesting people might come to stay.”

			“You really are an optimist, Belinda. But it would be in the depths of the countryside and I’d have to wind wool and walk horrid little dogs that nip my ankles. I want a life of my own, not to be a hanger-on in someone else’s life.” I looked up at her. “So how do you plan to find the money to finance your clothing line? Any rich men in the picture at the moment?”

			“I’m only just back from Paris, but I’m working on it. I’ve been to Crockfords every night.”

			“You’re going to rely on gambling to come up with the money?”

			“Not exactly, darling.” She gave me a cheeky smile. “There are still an amazing number of rich men who go there to gamble—Americans, colonials, foreigners. I look sweet and helpless and ask them for tips on how to play roulette. They always put down my stake for me. But I’m really looking for what the Americans call a sugar daddy.”

			“Belinda—you wouldn’t! You wouldn’t really let an older man take care of you just for the money, would you?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t see how else I’m going to get rich. There don’t seem to be too many eligible and rich young men around these days. If they are eligible, they are stony broke like Darcy. If they are rich, they are either married or old and flabby. I suppose I might find a ninety-year-old millionaire and marry him.”

			I had to laugh at this. “Belinda, you are awful.”

			“Just practical, darling. I’m a survivor like your mother.”

			I glanced at my watch. “I should probably go. Mummy hates to be kept waiting.”

			“Well, let’s see something of each other, now we’re both in town. I may be short of funds but I still have enough for the occasional nightclub or play . . . and I’ll spread the word that we are available for party invitations. We’ll have fun, won’t we?”

			As we left the coffeehouse, I really believed that we might. Mummy departed the next day, dressed in her floor-length dark mink and a cloud of Chanel No 5. “Have fun, darling,” she said, kissing me about two inches from my cheek to avoid spoiling her makeup. “And come out and stay with us once we’re settled.”

			I watched her go, wondering how any woman could breeze through life so completely unaware of other human beings, even her only child. The taxicab door slammed, she waved and then she was gone.

			Mrs. Tombs was standing behind me in the hall, wiping her hands on her pinny. “My rheumatics are playing up something terrible,” she said. “You don’t mind having the leftover stew for your dinner, do you?”

			I stomped upstairs in deep gloom. I didn’t think I could endure staying here until the end of the month. I opened my bedroom door and was met by an amazing sight. Someone was sitting at my dressing table—someone with scarlet lips, red cheeks, eyes lined with kohl and hair piled on her head. The effect was like a cheap celluloid doll they sell at funfairs.

			“What in heaven’s name?” I began.

			My maid jumped up guiltily. “Sorry, miss,” she said.

			“Queenie, what were you doing?”

			She hung her head, embarrassed. “Your mum left some of her makeup behind. In fact, she threw it away. Seemed a shame. So I rescued it from the wastebasket for you. I thought you might look better if you tarted yourself up a bit.”

			“You obviously thought you might look better too,” I said, not knowing whether to laugh or frown.

			“Well, I ain’t never had the chance before to tart meself up,” she said. “You never know, I might look good as a vamp.”

			“Queenie, only ladies of the night wear that much makeup,” I said. “And servants none at all. Now go and wash it off.”

			“Bob’s yer uncle, miss,” she said. “I only did it for a bit of a laugh. Don’t get too many laughs around here, not with her down in the kitchen with a face that would curdle milk.”

			I shook my head. “Queenie, I don’t know why I keep you as my maid.”

			“I do, miss,” she said. “You can’t afford one of them posh maids what talks proper and knows how to behave.”

			“True. But I did hope you might learn to behave like a posh maid.”

			“I don’t burn your clothes when I iron them very often these days,” she said defensively.

			“But you still call me miss, when I must have told you a thousand times that the correct way to address the daughter of duke is ‘my lady.’”

			“Yeh, sorry. I always forget that one, don’t I? I suppose it’s because you don’t look like a lady to me. You look dead ordinary.” She reached the doorway and turned back to me. “Are we really stopping on here?”

			“Until the end of the month, I expect,” I said.

			She gave a dramatic sigh. “I don’t know much longer I can face that miserable old cow downstairs.”

			“Queenie, it’s not up to you to pass judgment.”

			“Well, you don’t have to eat with her. If she had her way, I’d starve—and the way she cooks, I’d rather starve sometimes.”

			“I tend to agree with you there,” I said, “but I’ve nowhere else to go right now. You certainly don’t want to go back to Scotland any more than I do. My sister-in-law is always badgering me to sack you.”

			“She’s another right cow,” Queenie said.

			“Queenie. I’ve told you before—that is not the way you should speak of a duchess.”

			“Well, she is. The way she treats you. It ain’t fair that you got no money and nowhere to go while she lords it over that bloody great castle. I think you should get your own little place in London like your friend.”

			“With what?”

			“You got a typewriter now, don’t you? You could be a proper secretary with a bit of practice. They make good money.”

			A small bubble of hope formed itself in my mind. “I suppose I might, if I practiced hard.”

			“Course you could.” She smiled at me encouragingly and I knew why I kept her. “Well go on then,” she added. “Get working.”

			I sat at my typewriter over the next few days and worked away.

			The queick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog

			Thtqujivk brown box jumpsd over the lacy dobn.

			Rats.

			Ttj quick briwnficjunbpsobnerthf lax . . .

			I wasn’t exactly improving at a rapid pace.

			I was all right if I went slowly and carefully. I just got flustered if I was in a rush. The end of the month was getting closer. If I could only find a job soon then I could maybe stay with my grandfather for a few days until I got my first paycheck. Then I could look for a flat of my own. I wasn’t sure whether the royal kin would approve of my being a typist, or of staying with a retired London policeman in a little semi-detached with gnomes in the garden, but then they weren’t paying for my keep either. At least it was better than housecleaning and the escort service I had previously tried.

			With time running out, I decided to visit an employment agency. First I used a sheet of writing paper with the Rannoch crest on it to write myself a reference. “This is to recommend Fiona Kinkaid, whom I have recently employed as my secretary. I have found her willing and efficient and satisfactory in every way. I am now going back to the Continent and wish her well.” I signed it with my mother’s round and childish signature, which was so simple to copy. I decided not to use my own name, just in case the press got wind of it and the family objected, so I used the name of a rather glamorous doll I had once owned. Then off I set to the nearest agency. It was up a flight of stairs, just off Curzon Street. Halfway up the stairs, I heard the clatter of typewriters going at an alarming pace. Suddenly the door opened and a girl stomped down the stairs past me. “Old dragon,” she muttered to me. “I only made one mistake and she told me I wasn’t up to snuff. They expect automatons, not people.”

			I turned on my heel and followed her back down the stairs. Face facts, Georgiana. How idiotic and naïve of me to think that a few weeks pecking away at a typewriter would make me into a secretary. I was a hopeless case. Unemployable. I now had no alternative other than to go home to Castle Rannoch with my tail between my legs, unless . . . I paused, remembering what Belinda had said. Surely being a lady-in-waiting to an elderly royal relative would be better than Fig. Anything would be better than Fig.

			I found the writing paper again and addressed a letter to Her Gracious Majesty, Queen Mary.

			I agonized over whether to start it “Dear Cousin Mary,” or “Your Majesty.” I opted for the latter. The queen was a stickler for formality. I explained that I would prefer not to go back to Scotland and wanted to do something useful, but unfortunately had nowhere to stay in London as my brother had closed up the London house. Any help or introduction that she could give me would be gratefully accepted.

			I finished “I remain Your Majesty’s most humble and devoted servant, your affectionate cousin, Georgiana.”

			Then I took it to the post, held my breath and waited.
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			Chapter 3

			CHEYNE WALK, CHELSEA, AND BUCKINGHAM PALACE

			It was only two days before the end of the month and Mrs. Tombs was dropping not-too-subtle hints that she hoped I’d hurry up and clear out because she had cleaning to do before the next lot came in. I was beginning to despair when I received a reply from Buckingham Palace.

			“My dear Georgiana,” Her Majesty had written in her own hand. “Your letter arrived at a most fortuitous time. If you would care to come to tea tomorrow, I think I might have an interesting little assignment for you.”

			It was signed “Your affectionate cousin, Mary R.” (the R meaning Regina, of course). Even when she was being affectionate she always remained correct.

			I stood there, studying the letter, not knowing whether to be excited or worried. The queen’s past little assignments had ranged from hosting a visiting princess to stealing a purloined snuffbox. One never knew. At least it would be better than a cold, bleak castle in Scotland. I went upstairs to make sure I had something suitable to wear. I chose the skirt and dusky-pink cashmere cardigan that my mother had given me for Christmas. They were the closest I had to daytime chic. Then I had to remind Queenie not to pack them with the rest of my belongings.

			“So where are we going then?” she asked.

			“I have no idea. But somewhere.”

			“I hope it’s abroad again,” she said. “I could do with some of that Froggy food again after her downstairs. And sunshine too.”

			A glorious picture of the villa in Nice swam into my head—the Mediterranean sparkling blue at the bottom of the cliff, the scent of mimosas in the air. It was probably too much to hope for. Then I reminded myself that it had been dangerous too. I hoped this assignment would not involve danger. Excitement was fine, but I’d prefer not to come within an inch of my life again.

			“So where are you off to then?” Mrs. Tombs asked, appearing in that uncanny way every time I came into the front hall. “Another bit of shopping?”

			“No, I’m going to have tea with the queen,” I said.

			“Go on with you. Pull the other one, it’s got bells on,” she said, chuckling.

			“No, honestly.”

			“Why would the queen want to have tea with you?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

			“Because I’m her cousin,” I replied. “I’m Lady Georgiana Rannoch. I’m frequently invited to the palace.”

			“Blimey.” She put her hand up to her face. “And I never knew. I thought your face looked familiar somehow. Wait till I tell her next door that I’ve been entertaining royalty.”

			I almost said “And serving her leftover stew,” but I contented myself with a smile as I went out.

			I arrived at Buckingham Palace on the stroke of four. It always took every ounce of courage to approach those tall, gilded gates and to tell those impossibly tall guards that I was expected for tea. Then I had to cross the forecourt, which always seemed to take forever, with the eyes of passing tourists upon me, before I went under the arch, across the courtyard and up to that terrifying main entrance.

			“Good afternoon, my lady,” the welcoming footman said, bowing. “Her Majesty is expecting you in the Chinese Chippendale room. Allow me to escort you there.”

			Oh, crikey. The Chinese Chippendale room. Why couldn’t she have chosen somewhere else? Any other room in the palace would have done. But the Chinese Chippendale room was her favorite: small, intimate and decorated with far too many Chinese vases, priceless porcelain statues and her jade collection. There’s probably something you should know about me: in moments of stress I tend to get a little clumsy. I remember tripping over the footman’s outstretched foot when he bowed to usher me inside once, thus propelling me rather rapidly into the room and nearly butting HM in the stomach. I would be all too capable of turning around and knocking a priceless Ming vase flying.

			Still, I put on a brave face as I was escorted up the grand staircase to the piano nobile, where the royal family actually lived and entertained. Along those never-ending, richly carpeted hallways with marble statues frowning down at me from their niches. Then a light tap on a door, the footman stepping inside and saying, “Lady Georgiana, Your Majesty.”

			I stepped past him, carefully avoiding his foot, pushing the door into an unseen table or tripping over a rug. I stopped in surprise and thought I was seeing double. Two middle-aged ladies with identical, waved, gray hair, upright carriage and lilac tea dresses were sitting on the brocade sofa beside the fireplace. My first thought was that I should have worn a tea dress and the cashmere cardigan was inappropriate, but then one of the ladies held out her hand to me.

			“Georgiana, my dear. How lovely to see you. Come and meet my dear friend.”

			I saw their faces then and realized that the other lady had a more prodigious bosom than the queen, but wore that same imperious look on her face as Her Majesty. The next thought that passed through my mind was that I would hate to be her maid.

			“You may tell Mary that she can serve tea now,” the queen said to the waiting footman, then she smiled up at me as I took her outstretched hand and tried to curtsy at the same time I kissed her cheek—a maneuver I had never quite managed to accomplish without bumping my nose.

			“Edwina, I don’t know whether you have met our cousin Georgiana?”

			“I don’t believe so, ma’am,” the formidable lady said, picking up her lorgnette to examine me more carefully, “but of course I was acquainted with her dear grandmama.”

			I realized she meant Queen Victoria’s daughter, not the grandma who bought her fish and chips on a Friday night from the corner chip shop.

			“I’m afraid I never had the chance to meet her,” I said, not sure whether she was to be addressed as “ma’am” as well. “She died before I was born.”

			“Such a pity. A great loss.”

			“Georgiana, this is one of my oldest friends, Edwina, Duchess of Eynsford.”

			“Dowager duchess these days, ma’am, now that dear Charles is no longer alive.”

			“Do take a seat, my dear,” the queen said, indicating a low gilt chair beside their sofa. “Tea will be arriving any minute.”

			I sat cautiously. To one side of the chair was a small lacquer table on top of which were several jade statues. The dowager duchess had folded away her lorgnette. “Oh yes, I can see she’d be perfect,” she said to the queen.

			It looked as if my fears were coming true. I was to be shipped to be a young companion of some sort to a dowager duchess.

			There was a tap at the door and a tea trolley was wheeled in, laden with every kind of delectable tiny sandwich and cake imaginable.

			“I hope you have come with a good appetite,” the queen said. “It looks as though my chef has surpassed himself.”

			I almost smiled at the irony of this. I had been to tea with the queen often enough to know that protocol demands that one only eat what Her Majesty eats. And Her Majesty eats very little. I had suffered the agonies of watching those éclairs, Victoria sponges and petit fours sitting untouched while we chewed on pieces of plain, brown bread. Still, food was among the least of my worries today. Another, more alarming thought had entered my mind: Did this dowager duchess perchance have a son who needed a suitable wife? Was that why I was deemed instantly suitable?

			The maid poured cups of tea and placed them on a low table in front of the ladies. When she handed me my cup, however, I realized there was no space to rest it on the small table beside me. I would have to balance it on my lap somehow. Oh, golly.

			“Help yourselves, my dears,” the queen said and took a piece of malt bread herself. To my amazement and delight, the dowager duchess leaned across and put two large cakes on her own plate. “I think I’ll dispense with the sandwiches and go straight to the good stuff since I have to dine at the Savoy and there’s always so much food,” she said.

			I was trying to work out how I could lean across to take any kind of food without spilling my tea. I hastily drank the top two inches, although it was a little too hot, and managed to take a watercress sandwich.

			“Now, Georgiana,” the queen said. “I expect you’re wondering what you are doing here with two elderly ladies like us. The truth is that a tricky problem has arisen and you’d be just the person to help sort it out. Would you like to apprise Georgiana of the situation, Edwina?”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” the Duchess of Eynsford said, wiping cream from the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “You see, Georgiana—if I may call you by your first name—it’s like this. Two years ago my dear husband, the Duke of Eynsford, died. The title and property passed to my son Cedric. Cedric is no longer in the first flush of youth; in fact, he is approaching fifty.”

			My heart rose to my mouth. They want to marry me off to a man of fifty!

			“Approaching fifty,” she repeated, “and has flatly refused to do his duty and produce an heir. He told his father and me outright that he saw no reason to share his bed with an unappealing horse-faced female just to ensure the continuation of an outmoded title.”

			“It’s the current generation,” the queen said and they exchanged a look. “No sense of duty. We were brought up to put duty above all things. When I was told to marry the king’s older brother, the Duke of Clarence, I agreed, although I found him not to my taste. Between ourselves, I was most relieved when he died of influenza before the wedding, and it was suggested that I marry his brother instead. His Majesty and I have been most content, which proves that duty need not be a chore.”

			“We suffer together in our disappointment, don’t we, ma’am?” the duchess said. “Each of us with sons unwilling to step up and do their duty for the greater good. Although the Prince of Wales is still young enough to marry and produce the heir.”

			The queen gave a refined little snort. “He has turned forty, Edwina. And as long as that dreadful Simpson woman is in the picture, he won’t even look at another woman. Truly, I sometimes wish we were back in the dark ages, where I could dispatch the royal assassin to dispose of her on a dark night. But then he’d probably find someone else just as disagreeable.”

			“At least you have other sons,” the duchess said. “You already have grandchildren.”

			“And fine little girls they are too,” the queen said, beaming. “There would be no shirking of duty with Elisabeth. She has the right stuff, that one. Fell off her pony the other day trying to jump a fence at Windsor. And do you know what she was worried about—whether the pony had hurt himself!” She shook her head, smiling. “Margaret Rose—well, I’m not so sure about her. Delightful child, but a mischievous strain too. Hid her grandfather’s spectacles the last time she was here. He thought it was funny. But we digress.”

			She turned back to the duchess. “I’m sorry, Edwina. Please continue.”

			I had been sitting frozen through this dialogue, trying to think what to say when they suggested that I’d be exactly the right person to marry a fifty-year-old woman hater and give him an heir.

			“Is the current duke your only child then, Your Grace?” I asked.

			“I have a daughter, Irene. She married a foreigner—an absolute bounder, a Russian count she met in Paris. He worked his way through her fortune then took off for South America with an Argentinian dancer, if you please. Leaving her with three children, and no money to raise them properly. They are living with us at Kingsdowne Place at the moment.”

			The queen leaned closer to me. “Her Grace’s younger son was killed in the war on the Somme,” she said. “A most valiant young man. Awarded the VC posthumously after carrying several of his wounded men out of the line of enemy fire.”

			The duchess was now smiling, which completely transformed her face. “My son John. He was always quite a handful but what a charmer. I can’t tell you how many tutors we got through before m’husband sent him to Eton. He was nearly expelled for setting the dormitory on fire, smoking under the sheets. Also got into a spot of trouble while he was up at Oxford. Something to do with cheating on an examination. Johnnie always did like to take risks. So my husband shipped him off to the colonies to make a man of him. He spent a couple of years in the Australian outback doing all kinds of manual work on sheep stations, cattle ranches, God knows what. One rather gathers the lifestyle suited him and if war hadn’t broken out, he might never have come home. But the moment war was declared, he caught the first boat back to England and enlisted in his father’s old regiment. He was killed within the first few months of fighting.”

			She stopped, and I watched her fight to compose her features. I waited patiently, wondering what might be coming next.

			“So will the title die out with the present duke?” I asked. “Is there no other heir?” I had finished my watercress sandwich and, emboldened by the way that the duchess was stuffing cream cakes, I leaned across and took an éclair. It was light as a feather, with cream oozing out of it.

			“That was what we all feared,” the duchess went on. “There appeared to be no male heir even among the most remote of cousins. Under the entailment, the title would die out with my son and the estate would revert to the crown. But then about eighteen months ago, we received the most extraordinary letter. It was from a doctor working in the Australian outback, of all places. The newspapers from England containing my husband’s obituary had just reached him. He saw that my husband’s family name was Altringham—Charles Forsythe Altringham, Duke of Eynsford. He said that he knew a young man working on a sheep station who bore an uncanny resemblance to my late husband. He was reputed to be a relation of nobility and his name was also Altringham—Jack Altringham, to be precise.”

			She paused and looked up, waiting to see the significance of this in my face. “Jack being the common nickname for John, of course.

			“Well,” she went on, after taking another quick bite of her cake, “we hired investigators in Australia to look into the matter. John had been there for two years, after all. It was possible that he had fathered a child—but as to being a legitimate heir. . . .” She brushed crumbs from her impressive shelf of bosom before she said, “But it turned out to be true. It seemed he had formed an attachment with a young woman who worked as a schoolteacher in a remote community. When he found that he had”—she lowered her voice and coughed with embarrassment—“that she was in the family way,” she corrected, “he did the honorable thing and married her. There was a marriage certificate filed away at some county courthouse. Miss Ida Binns to John Jestyn Altringham. He left out his title, you notice. Typical John. Always wanted to be ordinary, even though his father told him that he was born to the highest levels of nobility and had to accept it whether he liked it or not.” And she wagged a finger at us. I had to admire her pluck at wagging a finger at the queen.

			“But that’s wonderful,” I said. “You now have your heir.”

			“Well, yes,” the duchess said hesitantly. “If one must accept the child of a Miss Ida Binns—a young man who works on an Australian sheep farm—I suppose one must. One simply can’t let the title die out.”

			“This is where you come in, my dear,” the queen said.

			I had forgotten for a moment that I was somehow to be involved in this matter. What on earth could they want from me now? A suitable marriage for the young sheep farmer?

			“How old is this Jack Altringham?” I asked.

			“Twenty, so we understand—which would make sense, because John left to come home at the outbreak of war in 1914. He may actually have left Australia before the child was born.”

			Twenty. Did they want to marry him off before he could get into any trouble?

			“And what exactly would you like me to do?” I asked. I took a discreet bite of éclair. Without warning, cream shot out and landed on my front. If the queen and duchess witnessed it, they were too well-bred to say anything. All I could think of was thank heavens it had shot toward me and not onto Her Majesty’s brocade sofa, or, worse still, onto HM. I was dying to wipe it off but couldn’t do so while their eyes were on me. Also I realized that I held a cup in one hand and the éclair in the other. That left no hand free to pick up a napkin. I felt my face turning red.

			“The young man will be completely uncivilized, unused to our kind of society,” the duchess said. “He will be overwhelmed by Kingsdowne Place and our way of life. We thought that someone his own age—someone who has been brought up to the highest social standards—could show him the ropes and help him to learn his new position in life. He will find you less intimidating than an old dragon like me.”

			The cream was now sliding down the front of my white blouse. Maybe they hadn’t noticed. If they had, I was hardly exhibiting those highest standards of social behavior at this moment. I half expected the dowager duchess to say that she had changed her mind and wanted someone who didn’t squirt cream to educate her heir.
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