

[image: cover]




FOR TASHA
princess over the water with love




Your Royal Hostage


ANTONIA FRASER


[image: image]




[image: image]


Meet Jemima Shore: attractive and independent yet frequently thwarted in romance; a Protestant ex-convent girl; a successful TV reporter and a determined amateur sleuth. Despite her glamorous and absorbing career on TV Jemima has a habit of finding herself on the scene when a crime has been committed – and she also has a knack of hunting down the perpetrator. Whether she’s on a remote Scottish island, in a quiet convent or visiting Oxford University, Jemima is sure to find herself in the middle of an intriguing mystery…


There are eight Jemima Shore mysteries to collect and two collections of short stories.


Quiet as a Nun • Tartan Tragedy


A Splash of Red • Cool Repentance


Oxford Blood • Jemima Shore’s First Case


Your Royal Hostage • The Cavalier Case


Jemima Shore at the Sunny Grave • Political Death




CHAPTER ONE


Innocent?


‘We don’t want to hurt her. We must remember that. All of us. She is, after all, innocent.’ There was a brief pause. Then the man who called himself Monkey repeated firmly: ‘She is innocent.’


He raised one eyebrow – the right, a familiar habit – and then smiled at them, lifting the left side of his upper lip as he did so to exhibit a flash of long slightly yellow tooth. It was as though he was willing them to agree.


The girl who called herself Lamb found that she was becoming increasingly fascinated by these physical tricks on the part of Monkey. No one was at first sight less like his chosen code name than Monkey (any more than she herself resembled a lamb); yet the more Lamb studied him, the more she found something significant about the choice. Monkey, for all his bulk, had something simian about him, with his long upper lip and flat splayed nostrils: a friendly monkey of authority who gazed at you calmly from his cage until you wondered which of the two of you dwelt in the outside world.


Similarly Fox was at first sight a somewhat languid young man, with a pale complexion and of slight build, most unfox-like; closer inspection revealed an oddly sharp nose and bright, small deeply set eyes. Even his slight build was belied by his surprisingly long and muscular arms. Also Fox could be cunning, as Lamb had learned, cunning as – well, cunning as a fox. As for Beagle: but it did not do to think about Beagle. So Lamb stopped herself thinking about Beagle, stopped thinking anything at all about him as she promised herself to do, and concentrated once more on Monkey.


‘Well, isn’t she? Of course she’s innocent.’ Monkey happily answered his own question as one delighted at solving a difficulty. That was another familiar trick; Lamb imagined Monkey had used it to effect in innumerable committee meetings in the past. And after all, what was this except a committee meeting? If a committee meeting in rather an odd place of rather an odd sort.


Nobody else had spoken or showed any signs of doing so. So Monkey went on: ‘Quite a pretty story in the Standard this evening, by the way. Anyone read it?’


Lamb looked down automatically at the evening paper which lay on Monkey’s lap although she had in fact seen the lunchtime edition. The original headline had been moved to the second half of the page. All the same, she could still read the words: PRINCESS: WEDDING SCARE.


The story itself, as Lamb knew, having studied it earlier, was fairly insubstantial. Something to do with the route the wedding cortège would take. But since no one yet knew officially what that route would be, it could hardly amount to a serious scare. There had been numbers of similar stories – or non-stories, if you like – recently: PRINCESS: WEDDING SNUB (Some extreme Labour councillors who had refused to subscribe to a local wedding present).


PRINCESS: WEDDING HOPES (Some extremely loyal tenants on a grand country estate who believed the young couple would spend their honeymoon nearby).


PRINCESS: WEDDING EXCITEMENT – what on earth had that been about? Certainly nothing which was actually very exciting. The arrival of an unusually large number of American tourists in the capital perhaps. Just as PRINCESS: WEDDING FEARS might refer to the fact that exactly the same unusually large number of American tourists were staying at home.…


All that these numerous headlines went to prove was that any combination of the two words ‘Princess’ and ‘Wedding’ was deemed, probably rightly, to sell larger numbers of newspapers than for example a similarly recurring combination of, say, ‘Government’ and ‘Spending’; the public appetite for weddings having grown rather than diminished with the most recent example, that of the Duke and Duchess of York. In short, Princess Amy was News. Or rather, when in the process of getting married, Princess Amy of Cumberland was News.


Up to this point, to be frank, the media had been strangely unaware of the potential news value of this particular twenty-two-year-old girl. The Cumberlands were after all not a particularly important branch of the Royal Family. Although the Duke of Cumberland himself, as a king’s son, had retained his place in the succession, his marriage to a Catholic princess meant that his three daughters were actually outside it. None of this had seemed to matter very much at the time. The Duke, a bachelor soldier as it seemed, had surprised everyone by marrying at the age of fifty, and surprised himself even more by producing three daughters; the youngest, Amy, being born when he was already scurrying towards the end of his uneventful life. The children of the Duke’s royal siblings being already grown up when the Cumberland Princesses were born, the latter had in effect skipped a generation.


As a soldier the Duke had once referred to a previous holder of the title – ‘Butcher’ Cumberland of Culloden – as ‘a damn fine general who understood how to deal with the natives’ – remarks which caused a sensation in Scotland where he happened to be at the time. Otherwise he had led a life of almost total obscurity so far as the Press was concerned. As for the Duchess, the fact that she had been a French princess, related to half the royal families in Europe, had somehow never cut much ice with the xenophobic English Press.


Ah, but a wedding! And the wedding of a princess who was in effect an orphan (never mind the continued existence of her mother)! And the wedding of a princess who was not only an orphan, but also the youngest of three sisters.… What was more a Catholic wedding – in Westminster Cathedral – made a nice change, it was generally agreed, from the Abbey and St Paul’s; as well as providing excellent opportunities for interdenominational tolerance to be paraded in these ecumenical days. Already the possibilities so far as the Press was concerned were infinitely exciting, with words like ‘Cinderella’ produced in all sorts of hopefully tactful combinations: if you could not after all exactly term the Princesses Sophie and Harriet of Cumberland ‘Ugly Sisters’, you could somehow hint that poor little Princess Amy had been neglected since her father’s death; surely she must have been neglected, since she had been so signally neglected by the Press.…


It was fortunate from the point of view of contrast that Princess Sophie, pop eyed, lively and rather bossy, had married an un-newsworthy Scottish landowner. Then Princess Harriet, melancholy, wraith-like, bonily beautiful like her mother but not particularly photogenic, had married a French businessman without a title (where did she find a Frenchman without a title? In any case, title or no title, a French businessman was if possible less newsworthy than a Scottish landowner). All this made Princess Amy’s match with a real live prince, admittedly European, but a genuine prince for all that, shine yet more brightly.


What was more, Princess Amy, little (she was 5ʹ 3ʺ), unpretentious (well, why not?), stay-at-home (she had no job that anyone could remember) Princess Cinderella-Amy, had captured a prince who could by a little stretching of the imagination be described as the richest young man in Europe. The fact that Prince Ferdinand, being thirty-three, was also a Prince with a Past, was almost too much joy.


No wonder that AMY MEANS I LOVE YOU, according to one enterprising if inaccurate newspaper headline, and a lot of enterprising if inaccurate T-shirts and buttons subsequently. (Curiously enough, it was the combination of Amy’s blameless past and her poverty, together with Ferdinand’s blameworthy one and his wealth, which had suggested the match to certain ageing royal relations in the first place; thereafter at various Royal Family gatherings and other weddings, a certain amount of discreet promotion had taken place.)


Lamb sighed and fingered the AMY button on her own brightly coloured handknit jersey. Beagle had described wearing the button as a cynical gesture when he pulled the jersey quite roughly over her head that famous night, the night she had temporarily decided not to remember.


‘But I do love Amy,’ Lamb had protested, ‘I love her in my own way for what she’s going to do for us –’


‘Us?’ queried Beagle, touching her; he was delighted and she thought surprised to find that she was naked under the thick garishly patterned wool.


‘Us. Innocent Rights.’


‘I love her in my own way for what I’m going to do to her – no, that’s a joke, Lambkin. Believe it or not I’ve loved little Amy from a respectful distance for years.’


Monkey had finished speaking. He picked up the Evening Standard and turned to the City pages.


‘As a matter of principle, I don’t think she’s innocent and nor does Pussy here.’ It was quite unexpected for Tom to speak like this. He did not generally say much at meetings, having been introduced comparatively recently by Beagle.


Pussy was a distinctly large middle-aged woman. Her code name was actually Cat, but they had all given in lately and called her Pussy since she insisted that she preferred it. Certainly ‘Pussy’, with its comfortable overtones of fireside and hearth, suited her appearance. That meant that Beagle’s friend, introduced to them as Tom, had been able to adopt the code name of Cat. Except that he had, slightly humorously, announced that if the previous Cat was a Pussy, he was undeniably a Tomcat. So that Tom was how he was generally known.


‘No real names, if you please,’ Monkey had put in on this occasion. ‘Sorry to be tiresome but if Tom’s your real name –’


‘Oh but it’s not,’ replied Tom blandly, ‘just a nom de guerre.’


‘All the same, I believe Beagle did call you Tom.’ In his charming way Monkey could be very persistent.


‘Cut it out, Monkey.’ Beagle used the slightly crude tone he tended to adopt towards Monkey as if determined, however pointlessly, to shake him from his chairman-of-the-board composure. ‘Supposing we say that Tom’s real name is double-barrelled? Will that satisfy you? And let’s say his Christian name is hyphenated. Will that do?’


‘Hyphenated as in Tom-Cat. But not actually Tom-Cat, of course.’ Tom smiled with a charm equal to Monkey’s own.


Now Lamb turned her attention back to the argument concerning the innocence or otherwise of Princess Amy. This particular argument had occurred once previously (before Tom joined them). Lamb wondered what Monkey felt about the subject being thrashed out all over again, especially since time was on this occasion short. And they had to decide on the next meeting before they parted.


Of course they had all discussed the subject of Amy herself, discussed it very thoroughly at the first of their regular meetings. It was the other middle-aged woman in their group, the one known as Chicken, who raised it. (And Chicken did have something suitably scrawny about her appearance: even if, in view of her age, Hen might have been even more appropriate.)


Lamb knew more about Chicken than she knew for example about Tom. Something in Chicken’s manner, a mixture of diffidence in the details of everyday life and confidence when on her own subject, reminded Lamb of one of her teachers at school. And sure enough, Chicken had revealed herself to be a retired teacher, if from a very different kind of school from the one Lamb had attended. What a thoroughly nice woman, what a reliable person, that would be the first reaction of most people to Chicken. As it had been to Lamb’s teacher, known as Miss Ursula. Yet Miss Ursula had contained something oddly desperate inside her outward shell of responsibility; witness the fact that she had got into the papers for assaulting the woman with whom she lived not many years after Lamb left school. Was there then something desperate struggling inside pleasant, slightly didactic Chicken?


‘Of course some people would reckon us all to be desperate, especially since –’ But once again Lamb stopped herself thinking along those dangerous lines. Instead she cast her mind back to the previous argument about Princess Amy. Monkey had been cheerfully patient with them all, although Lamb suspected that he had intended to bring in an ‘innocent’ verdict all along. Chicken had delivered herself of a well-turned little historical lecture on the attitude of the British Royal Family to animals. In the course of it, she mentioned King Charles II: ‘a lover, as we know, of spaniels.’


Beagle interrupted: ‘And a few other things too, ho ho.’ That had mercifully leavened the serious atmosphere – and equally mercifully, cut Chicken short.


Without Tom, Pussy had merely clicked her tongue over a Press story, unproved, that Princess Amy had commissioned a coat of rare white Arctic fox. Other than muttering: ‘She may be innocent but she’s a spoiled brat,’ she had not played much part in the discussion.


It was Fox, who for all his bonhomie, had proved quite persistent in his personal condemnation of she whom he termed ‘our little Royal Madam’; until Monkey cozened him out of it.


Lamb had said little or nothing on that occasion. So that now she thought she would come to the aid of Monkey.


‘After all she’s never hunted; Princess Amy.’


‘And she loves dogs. How sweet. She loves all animals. Even sweeter. We know all that, Lamb.’ Tom was becoming uncharacteristically vehement. ‘But surely you realize that a princess is more than just a nice little girl. She’s a symbol, Lamb, ever heard of a symbol? And a symbol, Lamb, is never innocent. Lamb felt quite alarmed by Tom’s expression: why was he looking at her in that particular way? Lamb was increasingly frightened by Tom, even if he was Beagle’s friend.


‘This is all quite unnecessary, Tom.’ It was remarkable how Monkey could pull a meeting to order, even by a gesture like putting a Standard beneath his arm, even a meeting as weirdly placed as this one. ‘I merely mentioned Princess Amy’s innocence in the context of the fact that we have to be careful, extra careful, not actually to harm her. Or harm anyone for that matter. It would hardly do for us, my dear Tom, who oppose all violence and mean to say so publicly in our own way, to be accused of any form of real violence ourselves. It’s especially important in view of the radical nature of The Plan, critical in fact.… But we’ve been through all that, haven’t we? After all we’re not petrol-bombers!’ exclaimed Monkey in a voice of disgust although the subject of petrol-bombing had not actually been raised. ‘So that the general question of Princess Amy’s innocence is surely irrelevant.’


Monkey stood up. ‘This is my stop.’


The Tube train shuddered slightly as it came into the station.


‘Next week same time but on the Northern Line between Golders Green and Leicester Square. It’s a good long line; we can use it right down to Kennington if necessary. Usual procedure for joining each other. I’ll get on the train at Golders Green station. One stop each in reverse alphabetical order this time which starts with you, Tom, at Hampstead and ends with Beagle at Euston. Watch for me in the last carriage as the train enters the station. We’ll work down if we have to, once we’re all gathered. Follow my lead. When I judge we’re safe, I’ll open my Standard at the City pages.’


‘What about Mornington Crescent?’ questioned Fox plaintively; he was studying his Tube map. ‘I see I’m to get on at Mornington Crescent –’


Monkey smiled at him. ‘Follow the map, my dear Fox, that’s all.’


‘Actually, I get on at Mornington Crescent,’ remarked Chicken to no one in particular. As so often with Chicken, she sounded politely superior.


The Tube doors slid open.


In stately fashion Monkey descended from the train. The others watched him go, a heavily built man in a dark-grey pin-stripe; the sort of man you would not be surprised to see wearing a bowler or at least carrying a furled umbrella. But Monkey had never so far carried an umbrella since the presence of an umbrella was the emergency signal to abandon the meeting. As for the bowler, that was the final signal for the disbanding of the group.


The others watched him go and remained silent. It was against the rules for anyone to speak to anyone else once the meeting was over, except for Chicken and Pussy, who used their agreed cover as a couple of middle-aged ladies to continue to chat.


In this way it was not breaking the rules, only breaking the spirit of them, for Pussy to remark aloud to Chicken in a small defiant voice: ‘I still think I’m right. Of course she’s guilty. Youth is simply no excuse.’




CHAPTER TWO


No One To Blame But Herself


PRINCESS: WEDDING SCARE: Jemima Shore was relieved to find that headline in the Standard which she bought at Tottenham Court Road Tube station. She did not bother to read any further. Another made-up tale about these tiresome nuptials. All the headline meant to Jemima was that the story, her story, was not yet out.


For Jemima Shore Investigator had just been sacked by Megalith Television. That was the plain truth of the matter, however much lawyers, spokespersons and purveyors of official statements might attempt later to wrap it up, for one reason or another. Undoubtedly Jemima Shore, the star reporter of Megalith, was News (much as Princess Amy getting married was News). Television companies like Megalith were also on the whole News, especially when enjoyable things were taking place, like management coups, or the arrival of so-called hard-faced businessmen and the abrupt disappearance of household names from the company’s employment – household faces might be a better phrase under the circumstances. The combination was liable to prove irresistible to the Press: thus Jemima was under no illusions but that her peremptory dismissal would make the headlines when it emerged.


By the time the train reached Holland Park station, however, Jemima was wondering just why she had been relieved not to find the story in the Standard lunchtime edition. It was after all merely postponing the evil hour. The story had to come out sooner or later. So she bought the late edition from the wooden booth outside the station just to show that she could face it, whatever it contained; it also occurred to her that her flat in Holland Park Mansions might by now be ringed by Press and though that too had to be faced, it was just as well to be warned.


PRINCESS: WEDDING SCARE had now been moved to second place in the Standard but there was still no sign of the headline she expected. What form would it take? Could she expect something as mild as JEMIMA QUITS? Unlikely. Fleet Street had its sources inside Megalith as well as everywhere else, TV STAR ‘SACKED’ was the best she could hope for, the inverted commas round the word ‘sacked’ being a delicate protection against the possibility of Jemima suing them just in case the story was not true.


But the story was true. Jemima Shore spared a wry thought for Cy Fredericks, the recently departed Chairman of Megalith Television. O Cy, O Tempora, O Mores.… O Cy, O Cy’s mores which were not always absolutely open to ruthless inspection. Yet in spite of this, Jemima could not rid herself of a certain fondness for her former Chairman, despite the manner of his abrupt departure from the board which had led indirectly to her own dismissal. It was a dismissal brought about directly by Jemima’s public declarations of loyalty for Cy. In short, as the hard-faced businessman had pointed but, more in sorrow than in anger (for he had studied Jemima’s ratings on the eve of the interview) Jemima had no one to blame but herself.


One way and another, Jemima was inclined to agree with that verdict. Why on earth had she agreed to speak up for Cy – at his own urgent request – without paying more attention to the dark, and not-so-dark hints dropped by his knowledgeable secretary Miss Lewis on the subject of Cy’s future plans? She had even told the board that she would not continue to work for Megalith if Cy was ousted, believing Cy when he assured her that this was purely a formality, and would enable him to defeat the powers of hard-faced darkness threatening him, without delay.


And now where were Cy Fredericks and Jemima Shore respectively? Cy Fredericks was somewhere in America with an enormous golden handshake to arm him in a future life which turned out to be remarkably well organized in advance, considering the apparent suddenness of his fall at Megalith. Jemima Shore was trudging back from the Tube to her flat in Holland Park Mansions (dashing white Mercedes sports car, like Megalith, a thing of the past, because, in some mysterious way, like everything else it turned out to belong to Megalith). Redundancy payment if any was certain to be the subject of long, long argument between Megalith’s lawyers and her own, just supposing she could afford such a thing. In short, Jemima Shore, like a good many of the rest of England, was out of a job.


She turned to the inside page of the Standard. Yes, it had to be the day when she read about something else she had been dreading, dreading proudly in silence for several weeks. She found herself gazing at a wedding photograph. But this was no royal wedding, no bride in white tulle and diamonds on the arm of a chocolate soldier in Ruritanian uniform. Where the groom was concerned, Jemima Shore was gazing into the face of a man she knew, no newspaper creation, in fact until recently had known very well indeed.


‘I wonder what happened to his spectacles? He must be wearing contact lenses,’ she thought irrelevantly.


The bridegroom was one Cass Brinsley, a barrister who had been Jemima’s steady lover for a period not long enough in her opinion, too long in his. The bride, who was called Flora Hereford, was also a barrister and had once been a pupil in Cass Brinsley’s chambers. Jemima angrily reflected that Flora Hereford, wearing a dark high-necked dress with a small white collar, looked extremely pleased with herself. As well she might. After all, she’d been after Cass for years. And now she’d got him.


LAWFUL MATRIMONY ran the witty caption under the happy couple. Really, the Press these days and their headlines; what with PRINCESS: WEDDING SCARE almost daily, and now this.… Furthermore: ‘What a dull dress to wear at your wedding! I wouldn’t dream of wearing anything quite so lacking in style as that,’ was Jemima’s next uncharitable thought. And then something most unpalatable occurred to her: ‘How on earth would I know? I’ve never been married.’


Immediately after thinking this, in spite of herself, Jemima found a wave of horrible emotion sweeping over her as she walked down the broad silent street, still clutching the paper folded back at the fatal photograph.


Unhappiness? Yes, perhaps. Jealousy? Yes, definitely.


Oh Cass, thought Jemima, Cass, you should have waited. At which point the honest unpalatable voice spoke again in her ear: but he did wait, didn’t he? He waited for months, almost a whole year after his declaration in the direction of marriage, and what did you do? You wouldn’t say yes, you wouldn’t say no. Cass’s very own words.


It was only after that that Flora Hereford got him. That one-off programme about child-brides in Sri Lanka, the trip he begged you not to make – ‘not another eight-week stint without a telephone call’ – she could hear Cass’s voice now, and her own defensive reply: ‘Is it my fault if you’re always out when I’m in?’ ‘But I’m always in while you’re away,’ retorted Cass grimly. Added to which the programme had never even been shown, concluded Jemima ruefully, and now it never will be. Ah well, no one to blame but myself.


Jemima Shore decided that these were definitely the most depressing words in the English language. As they resounded in her ears, she took another peek at the photograph, as a result of which honesty once more made her admit that Flora Hereford was really a very pretty girl wearing rather an elegant dress; she was also several years younger than Jemima.


No one to blame but herself. She had a ghastly feeling that this was turning out to be what Cherry, Jemima’s former aide at Megalith, a nubile but tearful lady, would term a crying situation. Was she going to manage to get up the stairs and into the flat before the gathering tears flowed? Jemima reached the flat. As she put her key in the lock, she could hear the telephone ringing.


For one wild moment – it was something to do with the sheer unreality of that photograph – she thought: ‘Cass!’


Midnight, Jemima’s sleek muscular black cat, a smaller version of a leopard, purred raucously at her ankle. In attempting to reach the telephone, Jemima stumbled over Midnight who squawked pathetically and then knocked over a vase of flowers left by Mrs Bancroft, her cleaning lady, to cheer her up.


The telephone stopped just as she reached it. At which point Jemima Shore finally burst into tears. Midnight had just forgiven her, in token of which he leapt heavily on to her lap, claws out, when the telephone rang again. It was Cherry, speaking from Megalith. Jemima gulped as she answered.


‘Jemima, you’re crying!’ Momentarily Cherry spoke in a voice of astonishment that anyone bar herself could dissolve into hopeless tears; above all, that legend of invulnerability, Jemima Shore. Then, being a person of much good sense when not in floods of tears, Cherry reverted to her usual brisk tone: ‘Good news and bad news. Which do you want first?’


Jemima gave another gulp.


‘All right, here comes the bad news, and it’s not all that bad, because it’s what you expected. The story is out about you being given the push, this place is like a madhouse, telephones never stop ringing, etc., etc. You can imagine it all for yourself, general flap on about what you will say, and as to that, you can expect the hounds of Fleet Street baying at your door any moment, I fear.’


‘Thanks for the warning, Cherry. You’re a brick, as usual. I’ll call you when –’


‘Don’t you want to hear the good news? Here it comes anyway. You know the Royal Wedding? How could you not know the Royal Wedding? How could any of us not know the Royal Wedding? Well, whatever you may feel about the Royal Wedding, it’s an ill wind, because Television United States, no less, TUS, that is, are doing a special on it, imagine that, a whole special on our very own British royal nuptials, and they want you to be the anchor person. One of the anchor people. Rick Vancy will be the other.’


‘And you call this good news?’ enquired Jemima in a cool voice from which tears had however noticeably departed.


‘Jemima, think of it! Dollars, delights, coverage, work, and Rick Vancy. Don’t you adore Rick Vancy? If not, pass him on –’


‘What interests me far more than Rick Vancy, and he interests me only mildly, is why TUS is making a special on the Royal Wedding. Any clues?’


‘Oh, I think they imagine there’s going to be an incident, you know what Americans are like. An assassination or something like that,’ said Cherry airily, ‘nothing serious, nothing to bother you.’


‘Cherry, what on earth gave you that idea?’


‘Only that the man I spoke to, some London-based chap with a boyishly enthusiastic voice, kept asking if you had a cool head and could guarantee to keep that same head in a crisis.’


Jemima burst out laughing. ‘Really, Americans! They are absurd. The idea of anyone, anyone at all, wanting to assassinate poor little Princess Amy, or even the chocolate soldier, unless some aggrieved husband takes a pot-shot. I mean, it’s a wedding, don’t they realize that? Just a wedding, a perfectly ordinary wedding, dolled up in fancy clothes, dolled up in its details mainly by the Press. After all, we’ve had two of them, royal style, recently, without any trouble at all. Weddings! Really!’


‘Mmm, weddings. On the subject of weddings –’


‘It’s all right, Cherry, I saw. Nice photograph. Nice girl.’


‘She has bad legs,’ said Cherry loyally. ‘Now getting back to the other much more important wedding, Jemima, I really think –’


‘No, Cherry, definitely no. I’m going to have a rest period, a long, long, rest period. Then I’ll probably become a probation officer, if they’ll have me, and end up Dame Jemima, deeply worthy, with her wicked past in television long ago forgotten. Look, forgive me, we’ll talk, there’s someone at the door. Pressing the bell and banging, by the sound of it.’


Actually, there were three people at the door. One was pressing the bell, one was banging and one was leaning so eagerly forward that he fell into the room as Jemima opened it. All three were male. All three were smiling. Jemima took a deep breath.


Then the telephone began to ring again. More to avoid talking to her three new knights than for any more positive reason, Jemima picked it up. The voice was, in Cherry’s phrase, boyishly enthusiastic. The accent was American. The voice had been talking for a few minutes with Jemima making automatic responses, as she wondered exactly how much whisky she (a non-whisky drinker) had in the flat for this particular Press emergency, when she heard the words: ‘exclusive interview’.


‘Why me?’ Jemima, once again acting automatically, did not repeat the words ‘Cumberland Palace’ to the waiting ears of the knights of the Press. What she did say was: ‘Fifty-five minutes. That’s a hell of a long time for anyone, let alone.…’


More enthusiastic boyish confidences. Then: ‘Both of them?’ Jemima paused. ‘Just her might be better. Or one at a time. It is exclusive? Perhaps you’ll tell me just how you worked this magic when we meet.’


Some time later as Jemima poured the last drops of the whisky into the glasses of her knights, now installed quite cosily in her flat, with no sign of leaving, she was able to remark quite innocently: ‘As for myself, I think I’ll open a bottle of champagne. If there’s one in the fridge. No, I’ll keep the one you kindly brought for another day, when it’s cold, thank you very much.… After all, I really do have something to celebrate, don’t I? … No, not freedom exactly, more like a new life. I’m working on the Royal Wedding. For TUS. With Rick Vancy. Didn’t you know? Well, of course I had to keep it absolutely quiet from Megalith. This is all strictly off the record, I need hardly say, please keep it to yourselves, at any rate till the public announcement. It would be so embarrassing if it leaked out. You will promise I won’t read all about it in the papers tomorrow morning?’


There was some cold champagne in the fridge. After the first knight had opened it with a flourish, Jemima sat sipping it with a most innocent expression on her face. It crossed the mind of the second knight that her expression was in fact not unlike that of the elegant black cat purring loudly on her lap. The third knight was busy wondering how soon he could get away and telephone his paper from the call box he had noticed at the corner of the street.


He tried to imagine the headline.


ROYAL WEDDING SENSATION? Yes, why not?




CHAPTER THREE


Amy Means Trouble


Princess Amy, breakfasting in bed at Cumberland Palace, read the headline ROYAL WEDDING SENSATION with an agreeable quickening of interest and was correspondingly annoyed to discover that the story actually concerned rival television companies.


She pouted. When she was alone Princess Amy’s pouts made her look sulky if sensual; her full lower lip extended and drooped, and her nostrils – perhaps already a little too wide – flared. In public, however, Princess Amy had quickly learnt how to transform ‘the pout’ into something not so much sulky as sweetly disappointed, and thus rather delightful.


The Princess was wearing a short cotton nightdress in the form of a man’s shirt, trimmed with white lace. The nightdress itself was her favourite colour, known to the Press as Amy Blue (‘Amy Loves Blue – and so will you’ promised one feature in a woman’s magazine). In fact the colour was nearer to turquoise or even green. The open front of the nightshirt revealed Amy’s surprisingly large and full breasts – surprising, that is, only because they did not accord with the girlish image the Press were busy imposing upon her, and thus even when discreetly covered up by day or safely moulded in evening dress, generally took observers by surprise.


The rest of the bedroom, including the narrow wooden four-poster in which Amy herself lay, was decorated in shades of the same colour, something with which even Princess Amy’s healthy twenty-two-year-old complexion found it difficult to contend. On the walls, a set of watercolours in oval frames showed a series of eighteenth-century princesses – Amy’s relations – in white muslin and blue sashes. Their costumes acted as an unintentional reminder of how much more flattering this kind of garb was to a young girl than a turquoise nightshirt.


There was a quick low knock at the door and a dark-haired girl who looked to be some years older than Amy, poked her head round the door. The Princess dropped the paper and gave a shriek.


‘Ione, don’t tell me you’re here already – what on earth’s the time?’


‘Good morning, Ma’am. No, it’s early, honestly it is, I thought I’d get on with all those letters, and then something came up –’


Amy interrupted her with a groan. She had just looked at the pink enamel and gold clock by her bed. ‘Oh God, Ione, I know I promised to be down. We were going to plough through them together, I know we were. For God’s sake, don’t tell Mama when she wakes up, please, please, please –’


‘The Duchess has gone to Plymouth, Ma’am, to the naval base.’


‘Goodness gracious: she actually went! No headache?’ The Duchess of Cumberland’s inability – through sudden ‘illness’ – to carry out public engagements was celebrated in her family.


‘Well, what would you do if you were a royal widow with nothing to do?’ charitable Princess Harriet had once asked of her more critical younger sister.


‘I’d take a lot of lovers,’ replied Princess Amy bracingly. ‘It’s so wet of Mama to be boringly faithful to Papa’s memory. With the aid of the bottle.’


‘Her Royal Highness went by helicopter at six o’clock this morning,’ confirmed Ione, to whom all these facts were well known; she spoke without expression. ‘From the lawn. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.’


‘Of course I didn’t hear it, Ione, you coot. A helicopter would have to land on my bed at six a.m. to wake me, as you perfectly well know.’ Amy stretched so that her breasts half fell out of the open nightshirt; she did not bother to button it up.


‘Ione, my angel, my good angel, listen, I’ve got to telephone Ferdel. Then I promise I’ll be right with you. All morning.’


‘No problem,’ said Ione Quentin easily, ‘I’ll be downstairs.’ She turned and stopped. ‘There is just one thing, Ma’am –’


But Princess Amy had already turned to the telephone.


‘It can wait,’ said Ione after a moment, seeing that the Princess was already chattering away.


‘ROYAL WEDDING SENSATION’, she was reading from the headline of the Daily Exclusive. ‘And then nothing about one at all. Quel drag, Ferdel, yes?’


Her fiancé, corralled for the pre-wedding season in the Eaton Square flat of an absent aunt – an aged foreign Royal who had played some discreet part in the promotion of the marriage – laughed in what he hoped was a sympathetic manner and did not pursue the subject. He was wondering whether Amy had noticed the latest instalment about his previous relationship with Mirabella Prey in the gossip column of the same newspaper.


‘Don’t forget – AMY MEANS I LOVE YOU,’ Amy was saying now as a light farewell, quoting the familiar text of the buttons (although she had quite failed to make Ferdel himself wear one).


‘Nothing about one at all.’ Prince Ferdinand sighed. That Amy should be so fortunate.… It was all very well for Amy, cast as the public’s favourite virgin (although that certainly wasn’t true in private as Ferdel had every reason to know, Amy having admitted to one lover, with Ferdel suspecting at least one other). But Ferdel, aged thirty-three, was somehow expected to exhibit the man-of-the-world allure derived from an exciting past, without actually having lived this past with any specific individuals. These kinds of ridiculously unreal expectations could only be harboured by the British public, he reflected mournfully.


Ferdel sighed again and thought of Mirabella Prey. Hélas. He would miss her. That is to say, he would miss the nights, all of them. He certainly would not miss the days, hardly any of them. No one could possibly want to spend their days with Mirabella Prey, except as a prelude to the nights: Mirabella, with her well-publicized passion for wild animals, Mirabella who was inclined to stock her house with pets some of whose mating habits were even more savagely exotic than those of Mirabella herself.


That confounded cheetah, for example. It was the cheetah which was the peg for this morning’s story in the Daily Exclusive (generally, but not always accurately, known as the Clueless). TROUBLE ROYAL it read. WILL FERDY CHEET-HER? ran the second headline. The writer then went on to enquire with pseudo-innocence whether foreign Prince Ferdinand intended to bestow a second cheetah on his young English bride Princess Amy, following that first cheetah so generously bestowed upon the foreign film star Mirabella Prey, she of the noble passion for the animal kingdom. For most people, however, the headline with its nasty implication of post-marital betrayal on the part of sophisticated Europeans, would be the point of the story. Ferdel hoped that his young English bride had failed to notice the item.


Naturally Princess Amy had noticed it: this was because she read the gossip column of the Clueless (as well as those of the Mail and Express) sedulously each morning. She had done so since her early teens, relying on this method of keeping up with the doings of her friends, much as a stockbroker might turn to the Financial Times for the movements of the market. But Ferdel would have been interested to discover that Amy, far from being shocked, was actually in a curious way rather turned on by the Mirabella Prey saga.
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