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Chapter 1


Rannoch House
Belgrave Square
London W1.
Monday, June 6, 1932


The alarm clock woke me this morning at the ungodly hour of eight. One of my nanny’s favorite sayings was ‘Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise.’ My father did both and look what happened to him. He died, penniless, at forty-nine.


In my experience there are only two good reasons to rise with the dawn: one is to go hunting and the other to catch the Flying Scotsman from Edinburgh to London. I was about to do neither. It wasn’t the hunting season and I was already in London.


I fumbled for the alarm on the bedside table and battered it into silence.


‘Court circular, June 6,’ I announced to a nonexistent audience as I stood up and pulled back the heavy velvet curtains. ‘Lady Georgiana Rannoch embarks on another hectic day of social whirl. Luncheon at the Savoy, tea at the Ritz, a visit to Scapparelli for a fitting of her latest ball gown, then dinner and dancing at the Dorchester – or none of the above,’ I added. To be honest it had been a long time since I had any events on my social calendar and my life had never been a mad social whirl. Almost twenty-two years old and not a single invitation sitting on my mantelpiece. The awful thought struck me that I should accept that I was over the hill and destined to be a spinster for life. Maybe all I had to look forward to was the queen’s suggestion that I become lady-in-waiting to Queen Victoria’s one surviving daughter – who is also my great-aunt and lives out in deepest Gloucestershire. Years ahead of walking the Pekinese and holding knitting wool danced before my eyes.


I suppose I should introduce myself before I go any further: I am Victoria Georgiana Charlotte Eugenie of Glen Garry and Rannoch, known to my friends as Georgie. I am of the house of Windsor, second cousin to King George V, thirty-fourth in line to the throne, and at this moment I was stony broke.


Oh, wait. There was another option for me. It was to marry Prince Siegfried of Romania, in the Hohenzollen-Sigmaringen line – for whom my private nickname was Fishface. That subject hadn’t come up recently, thank God. Maybe other people had also found out that he has a predilection for boys.


It was clearly going to be one of those English summer days that makes one think of rides along leafy country lanes, picnics in the meadow with strawberries and cream, croquet and tea on the lawn. Even in central London birds were chirping madly. The sun was sparkling from the windows across the square. A gentle breeze was stirring the net curtains. The postman was whistling as he walked around the square. And what did I have before me?


‘Oh, golly,’ I exclaimed as I suddenly remembered the reason for the alarm clock and leaped into action. I was expected at a residence on Park Lane. I washed, dressed smartly and went downstairs to make some tea and toast. You can see how wonderfully domesticated I’d become in two short months. When I bolted from our castle in Scotland back in April, I didn’t even know how to boil water. Now I can manage baked beans and an egg. For the first time in my life I was living with no servants, having no money to pay them. My brother, the Duke of Glen Garry and Rannoch, usually known as Binky, had promised to send me a maid from our Scottish estate, but so far none had materialized. I suspect that no God-fearing, Presbyterian Scottish mother would let her daughter loose in the den of iniquity that London is perceived to be. As for paying for me to hire a maid locally – well, Binky is as broke as I. You see, when our father shot himself after the crash of ’29, Binky inherited the estate and was saddled with the most horrendous death duties.


So I have managed thus far servantless, and frankly, I’m jolly proud of myself. The kettle boiled. I made my tea, slathered Cooper’s Oxford marmalade on my toast (yes, I know I was supposed to be economizing but there are standards below which one just can’t sink) and brushed away the crumbs hastily as I put on my coat. It was going to be too warm for any kind of jacket, but I couldn’t risk anyone seeing what I was wearing as I walked through Belgravia – the frightfully upper-crust part of London just south of Hyde Park where our town house is situated.


A chauffeur waiting beside a Rolls saluted smartly to me as I passed. I held my coat tightly around me. I crossed Belgrave Square, walked up Grosvenor Crescent and paused to look longingly at the leafy expanse of Hyde Park before I braved the traffic across Hyde Park Corner. I heard the clip-clop of hooves and a pair of riders came out of Rotten Row. The girl was riding a splendid gray and was smartly turned out in a black bowler and well-cut hacking jacket. Her boots were positively gleaming with polish. I looked at her enviously. Had I stayed home in Scotland that could have been me. I used to ride every morning with my brother. I wondered if my sister-in-law, Fig, was riding my horse and ruining its mouth. She was inclined to be heavy-handed with the reins, and she weighed a good deal more than I. Then I noticed other people loitering on the corner. Not so well turned out, these men. They carried signs or sandwich boards: I need a job. Will work for food. Not afraid of hard work.


I had grown up sheltered from the harsh realities of the world. Now I was coming face to face with them on a daily basis. There was a depression going on and people were lining up for bread and soup. One man who stood beneath Wellington’s Arch had a distinguished look to him, well-polished shoes, coat and tie. In fact he was wearing medals. Wounded on Somme. Any kind of employment considered. I could read in his face his desperation and his repugnance at having to do this and wished that I had the funds to hire him on the spot. But essentially I was in the same boat as most of them.


Then a policeman blew his whistle, traffic stopped and I sprinted across the street to Park Avenue. Number 59 was fairly modest by Park Lane standards – a typical Georgian house of the smart set, redbrick with white trim, with steps leading up to the front door and railings around the well that housed the servants’ quarters below stairs. Not dissimilar to Rannoch House, although our London place is a good deal larger and more imposing. Instead of going up to the front door, I went gingerly down the dark steps to the servants’ area and located the key under a flowerpot. I let myself in to a dreadful dingy hallway in which the smell of cabbage lingered.


All right, so now you know my dreadful secret. I’ve been earning money by cleaning people’s houses. My advertisement in the Times lists me as Coronet Domestics, as recommended by Lady Georgiana of Glen Garry and Rannoch. I don’t do any proper heavy cleaning. No scrubbing of floors or, heaven forbid, lavatory bowls. I wouldn’t have a clue where to begin. I undertake to open up the London houses for those who have been away at their country estates and don’t want to go to the added expense and nuisance of sending their servants ahead of them to do this task. It involves whisking off dust sheets, making beds, sweeping and dusting. That much I can do without breaking anything too often – since another thing you should know about me is that I am prone to the occasional episode of clumsiness.


It is a job sometimes fraught with danger. The houses I work in are owned by people of my social set. I’d die of mortification if I bumped into a fellow debutante or, even worse, a dance partner, while on my hands and knees in a little white cap. So far only my best friend, Belinda Warburton-Stoke, and an unreliable rogue called Darcy O’Mara know about my secret. And the least said about him, the better.


Until I started this job, I had never given much thought to how the other half lives. My own recollections of going below stairs to visit the servants all centered around big warm kitchens with the scent of baking and being allowed to help roll out the dough and lick the spoon. I found the cleaning cupboard and helped myself to a bucket and cloths, feather duster, and a carpet sweeper. Thank heavens it was summer and no fires would be required in the bedrooms. Carrying coal up three flights of stairs was not my favorite occupation, nor was venturing into what my grandfather called the coal’ole to fill the scuttles. My grandfather? Oh, sorry. I suppose I hadn’t mentioned him. My father was first cousin to King George, and Queen Victoria’s grandson, but my mother was an actress from Essex. Her father still lives in Essex, in a little house with gnomes in the front garden. He’s a genuine Cockney and a retired policeman. I absolutely adore him. He’s the one person to whom I can say absolutely anything.


At the last second I remembered to retrieve my maid’s cap from my coat pocket and jammed it over my unruly hair. Maids are never seen without their caps. I pushed open the baize door that led to the main part of the house and barreled into a great pile of luggage, which promptly fell over with a crash. Who on earth thought of piling luggage against the door to the servants’ quarters? Before I could pick up the strewn suitcases there was a shout and an elderly woman dressed head to toe in black appeared from the nearest doorway, waving a stick at me. She was still wearing an old-fashioned bonnet tied under her chin and a traveling cloak. An awful thought struck me that I had mistaken the number, or written it down wrongly, and I was in the wrong house.


‘What is happening?’ she demanded in French. She glanced at my outfit. ‘Vous êtes la bonne?’ Asking ‘Are you the maid?’ in French was rather a strange way to greet a servant in London, where most servants have trouble with proper English. Fortunately I was educated in Switzerland and my French is quite good. I replied that I was indeed the maid, sent to open up the house by the domestic service, and I had been told that the occupants would not arrive until the next day.


‘We came early,’ she said, still in French. ‘Jean-Claude drove us from Biarritz to Paris in the motorcar and we caught the overnight train.’


‘Jean-Claude is the chauffeur?’ I asked.


‘Jean-Claude is the Marquis de Chambourie,’ she said. ‘He is also a racing driver. We made the trip to Paris in six hours.’ Then she realized she was talking to a housemaid. ‘How is it that you speak passable French for an English person?’ she asked.


I was tempted to say that I spoke jolly good French, but instead I mumbled something about traveling abroad with the family on the Cote d’Azur.


‘Fraternizing with French sailors, I shouldn’t be surprised,’ she muttered.


‘And you, you are Madame’s housekeeper?’ I asked.


‘I, my dear young woman, am the Dowager Countess Sophia of Liechtenstein,’ she said, and in case you’re wondering why a countess of a German-speaking country was talking to you in French, I should point out that high-born ladies of her generation usually spoke French, no matter what their native tongue was. ‘My maid is attempting to make a bedroom ready for me,’ she continued with a wave of her hand up the stairs. ‘My housekeeper and the rest of my staff will arrive tomorrow by train as planned. Jean-Claude drives a two-seater motorcar. My maid had to perch on the luggage. I understand it was most disagreeable for her.’ She paused to scowl at me. ‘And it is most disagreeable for me to have nowhere to sit.’


I wasn’t quite sure of the protocol of the court of Liechtenstein and how one addressed a dowager countess of that land, but I’ve discovered that, when in doubt, guess upward. ‘I’m sorry, Your Highness, but I was told to come today. Had I known that you had a relative who was a racing driver, I would have prepared the house yesterday.’ I tried not to grin as I said this.


She frowned at me, trying to ascertain whether I was being cheeky or not, I suspect. ‘Hmmph,’ was all she could manage.


‘I will remove the covers from a comfortable chair for Your Highness,’ I said, going through into a large dark drawing room and whisking the cover off an armchair, sending a cloud of dust into the air. ‘Then I will make ready your bedroom first. I am sure the crossing was tiring and you need a rest.’


‘What I want is a good hot bath,’ she said.


Ah, that might be a slight problem, I thought. I had seen my grandfather lighting the boiler at Rannoch House but I had no personal experience of doing anything connected to boilers. Maybe the countess’s maid was more familiar with such things.


Someone would have to be. I wondered how to say ‘boilers are not in my contract’ in French.


‘I will see what can be done,’ I said, bowed and backed out of the room. Then I grabbed my cleaning supplies and climbed the stairs. The maid looked about as old and bad-tempered as the countess, which was understandable if she’d had to ride all the way from Biarritz perched on top of the luggage. She had chosen the best bedroom, at the front of the house overlooking Hyde Park, and had already opened the windows and taken the dust covers off the furniture. I tried speaking to her in French, then English, but it seemed that she only spoke German. My German was not up to more than ‘I’d like a glass of mulled wine,’ and ‘Where is the ski lift?’, so I pantomimed that I would make the bed. She looked dubious. We found sheets and made it between us. This was fortunate as she was most particular about folding the corners just so. She also rounded up about a dozen more blankets and eiderdowns from bedrooms on the same floor, as apparently the countess felt the cold in England. That much I could understand.


When finished, the bed looked suitable for the Princess and the Pea.


After I had dusted and swept the floor under the maid’s critical eye, I took her to the bathroom and turned on the taps. ‘Heiss Bad für . . . Countess,’ I said, stretching my German to its limit. Miraculously there was a loud whooomph and hot water came forth from one of those little geyser contraptions above the bath. I felt like a magician and marched downstairs triumphantly to tell the countess that her room was ready for her and she could have a bath anytime she wished.


As I came down the final flight of stairs, I could hear voices coming from the drawing room. I hadn’t realized that yet another person was in the house. I hesitated at the top of the flight of stairs. At that moment I heard a man’s voice saying, in heavily accented English, ‘Don’t worry, Aunt. Allow me to assist you. I shall personally aid in the transportation of your luggage to your room if you feel it is too much for your maid. Although why you bring a maid who is not capable of the most basic chores, I simply cannot understand. If you choose to make life uncomfortable for yourself, it is your own fault.’ And a young man came out of the room. He was slim, pale, with ultra-upright carriage. His hair was almost white blond and slicked straight back, giving him a ghostly, skull-like appearance – Hamlet come to life. The expression on his face was utterly supercilious – as if he had detected a nasty smell under his nose, and he pursed his large codlike lips as he talked. I had recognized him instantly, of course. It was none other than Prince Siegfried, better known as Fishface – the man everyone expected me to marry.




Chapter 2


It took me a moment to react. I was rooted to the spot with horror and couldn’t seem to make my body obey me when my brain was commanding me to run. Siegfried bent and picked up a hatbox and a ridiculously small train case and started up the stairs with them. I suppose if I had been capable of rational thought I could merely have dropped to my hands and knees and pretended to be sweeping. Aristocrats pay no attention to working domestics. But the sight of him had completely unnerved me, so I did what my mother had done so successfully, so many times and with so many men – I turned and bolted.


I raced up the second flight of stairs as Siegfried came up the first with remarkable agility. Not the countess’s bedroom. At least I managed that degree of coherence. I opened a door at the rear of the landing and ran inside, shutting the door after me as quietly as possible. It was a back bedroom, one from which we had taken the extra quilts.


I heard Siegfried’s footfalls on the landing. ‘This is the bedroom she has chosen?’ I heard him saying. ‘No, no. This will not do at all. Too noisy. The traffic will keep her awake all night.’


And to my horror I heard the footsteps coming in my direction. I looked around the room. It contained no real wardrobe, just a high gentleman’s chest. We had taken the dust sheets off the chest and the bed. There was literally nowhere to hide.


I heard a door open close by. ‘No, no. Too impossibly ugly,’ I heard him say.


I rushed to the window and opened it. It was a long drop to the small garden below, but there was a drainpipe beside the window and a small tree that could be reached about ten feet down. I didn’t wait a second longer. I hoisted myself out of the window and grabbed onto the drainpipe. It felt sturdy enough and I started to climb down. Thank heavens for my education at finishing school in Switzerland. The one thing I had learned to do, apart from speaking French and knowing where to seat a bishop at a dinner table, was to climb down drainpipes in order to meet ski instructors at the local tavern.


The maid’s uniform was tight and cumbersome. The heavy skirts wrapped around my legs as I tried to shin down the drainpipe. I thought I heard something rip as I felt for a foothold. I heard Siegfried’s voice, loud and clear in the room above. ‘Mein Gott, no, no, no. This place is a disaster. An utter disaster. Aunt! You have rented a disaster – and not even a garden to speak of.’


I heard the voice come across to the window. I think I have mentioned that I am also inclined to be clumsy in moments of stress. My hands somehow slipped from the drainpipe and I fell. I felt branches scratching my face as I tumbled into the tree, uttering a loud squeak. I clutched the nearest branch and held on for dear life. The whole thing swayed alarmingly but I was safely among the leaves. I waited until the voice died away then lowered myself down to the ground, sprinted through the side gate, grabbed my coat from the servants’ hallway and fled. I would have to telephone the countess and tell her that unfortunately the young maid I sent to the house had suddenly been taken ill. It seemed she had developed a violent reaction to dust.


I had only gone a few yards down Park Lane when somebody called my name. For an awful moment I thought Siegfried might have been looking out of a window and recognized me, but then I realized that he wouldn’t be calling me Georgie. Only my friends called me that.


I turned around and there was my best friend, Belinda Warburton-Stoke, rushing toward me, arms open wide. She was an absolute vision in turquoise silk, trimmed with shocking pink and topped with cape sleeves that fluttered out in the breeze as she ran, making her seem to be flying. The whole ensemble was completed with a little pink feathered hat, perched wickedly over one eye.


‘Darling, it is you,’ she said, embracing me in a cloud of expensive French perfume. ‘It’s been simply ages. I’ve missed you terribly.’


Belinda is completely different from me in every way. I’m tall, reddish-blondish with freckles. She’s petite, dark haired with big brown eyes, sophisticated, elegant and very naughty. I shouldn’t have been glad to see her, but I was.


‘I wasn’t the one who went jaunting off to the Med.’


‘My dear, if you were invited for two weeks on a yacht and the yacht was owned by a divine Frenchman, would you have refused?’


‘Probably not,’ I said. ‘Was it as divine as you expected?’


‘Divine but strange,’ she said. ‘I thought he had invited me because, you know, he fancied me. And since he’s fabulously rich and a duke to boot, I thought I might be on to something. And you have to admit that Frenchmen do make divine lovers – so naughty and yet so romantic. Well, it turned out that he’d also invited not only his wife but his mistress and he dutifully visited alternate cabins on alternate nights. I was left to play gin rummy with his twelve-year-old daughter.’


I chuckled. ‘And flirt with the sailors?’


‘Darling, the sailors were all over forty and had paunches. Not a handsome brute among them. I came back positively sex starved, only to find all the desirable males had fled London for the country or the Continent. So seeing you is a positive ray of sunshine in my otherwise gloomy life. But darling Georgie’ – she was now staring at me – ‘what have you been doing to yourself?’


‘What does it look as if I’ve been doing?’


‘Wrestling with a lion in the jungle?’ She eyed me doubtfully. ‘Darling, you have a wicked scratch down one cheek, a smudge down the other, and you have leaves in your hair. Or was it a wild roll in the hay in the park? Do tell, I’m mad with curiosity and I’ll be even madder with jealousy if it was the latter.’


‘I had to make a speedy exit because of a man,’ I said.


‘The brute tried to attack you? In broad daylight?’


I started to laugh. ‘Nothing of the kind. I was earning my daily crust in the usual way, opening up a house for people arriving from the Continent, only the new occupants turned up a day early and one of them was none other than the dreaded Prince Siegfried.’


‘Fishface in person? How utterly frightful. What did he say when he saw you garbed as a maid? And more to the point, what did you say to him?’


‘He didn’t see me,’ I said. ‘I fled and had to climb down from an upstairs window. It’s a good thing we became so adept at drainpipes at Les Oiseaux. Hence the scratches and the leaves in my hair. I fell into a tree. All in all a very trying morning.’


‘My poor sweet Georgie – what an ordeal. Come here.’ She removed the leaves from my hair, then took out a lace handkerchief from her handbag and dabbed at my cheek. A wave of Chanel floated over me. ‘That’s a little better, but you need cheering up. I know, let’s go and have lunch somewhere. You choose.’


I desperately wanted to have lunch with Belinda, but funds were horribly low at that moment. ‘There are some little cafés along Oxford Street, or one of the department stores?’ I suggested. ‘They do ladies’ lunches, don’t they?’


Belinda looked as if I’d suggested eating jellied eels on the Old Kent Road. ‘A department store? Darling, such things are for old women who smell of mothballs and suburban housewives from Coulsden whose hubbies let the little woman come up to town for a day’s shopping. People like you and I would cause too much of a stir if we appeared there – rather like letting in a peacock among a lot of hens. It would quite put them off their grilled sole. Now where should we go? The Dorchester would do at a pinch, I suppose. The Ritz is within walking distance, but I rather feel that all it does well is tea. The same goes for Brown’s – nothing but old ladies in tweeds. There is no point in going to eat where one can’t be seen by the right people. I suppose it will have to be the Savoy. At least one can be sure of getting decent food there—’


‘Just a moment, Belinda.’ I cut her off in mid-sentence. ‘I am still cleaning houses for a pittance. I simply couldn’t afford the kind of place you’re thinking of.’


‘My treat, darling,’ she said, waving a turquoise-gloved hand expansively. ‘That yacht did put into Monte Carlo for a night or two and you know how good I am at the tables. What’s more, I’ve made a sale – someone has actually bought one of my creations, for cash.’


‘Belinda, that’s wonderful. Do tell.’


She linked arms with me and we started to walk back up Park Lane. ‘Well, you remember the purple dress – the one I tried to sell to that awful Mrs Simpson because I thought it looked like an American’s idea of royalty?’


‘Of course,’ I said, blushing at the fiasco of my brief modeling career. I had been called upon to model that dress and . . . well, never mind.


‘Well, darling, I met another American lady at Crockford’s – yes, I admit it, gambling again, I’m afraid – and I told her I was an up-and-coming couturiere and I designed for royalty, and she came to my studio and bought the dress, just like that. She even paid for it on the spot and—’ She broke off as a front door opened and a man came out, pausing at the top of the steps with a look of utter disdain on his face.


‘It’s Siegfried,’ I hissed. ‘He’ll see me. Run.’


It was too late. He looked in our direction as he came down the front steps. ‘Ah, Lady Georgiana. We meet again. What a pleasant surprise.’ His face didn’t indicate that the surprise was in any way pleasant, but he did bow slightly.


I grabbed at my coat and held it tightly around me so that my maid’s uniform didn’t show. I was horribly conscious of the scratch on my cheek and my hair in disarray. I must have looked a fright. Not that I wanted Siegfried to find me attractive, but I do have my pride.


‘Your Highness.’ I nodded regally. ‘May I present my friend Belinda Warburton-Stoke?’


‘I believe we have had the pleasure before,’ he said, although the words didn’t convey the same undertones as with most young men who had met Belinda. ‘In Switzerland, I believe.’


‘Of course,’ Belinda said. ‘How do you do, Your Highness. Are you visiting London for long?’


‘My aunt has just arrived from the Continent, so of course I had to pay the required visit, although the house she has rented – what a disaster. Not fit for a dog.’


‘How terrible for you,’ I said.


‘I shall endure it somehow,’ he said, his expression suggesting that he was about to spend the night in the dungeons of the Tower of London. ‘And where are you ladies off to?’


‘We’re going to lunch, at the Savoy,’ Belinda said.


‘The Savoy. The food is not bad there. Maybe I shall join you.’


‘That would be lovely,’ Belinda said sweetly.


I dug my fingers into her forearm. I knew this was her idea of having fun. It certainly wasn’t mine. I decided to play a trump card.


‘How kind of you, Your Highness. We have so much to talk about. Have you been out riding recently – since your unfortunate accident, I mean?’ I asked sweetly.


I saw a spasm of annoyance cross his face. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I have just remembered that I promised to meet a fellow at his club. So sorry. Another time maybe?’ He clicked his heels together in that strangely European gesture, and jerked his head in a bow. ‘I bid you adieu. Lady Georgiana. Miss Warburton-Stoke.’ And he marched down Park Lane as quickly as his booted feet would carry him.




Chapter 3


Belinda looked at me and started to laugh. ‘What was that about?’


‘He fell off his horse last time we were together, at that house party,’ I said, ‘after he had boasted how well he could ride. I had to say something to stop him from coming to lunch with us. What on earth were you thinking?’


Belinda’s eyes were twinkling. ‘I know, it was rather naughty of me but I couldn’t resist. You in your maid’s uniform and Prince Siegfried at the Savoy – how utterly scrumptious.’


‘I thought you were supposed to be my friend,’ I said.


‘I am, darling. I am. But you have to admit that it would have been a riot.’


‘It would have been my worst nightmare.’


‘Why should you care what the odious man thinks? I thought the whole idea was to make sure that he would rather fall on his sword than marry you.’


‘Because he is liable to report back to the palace, especially if he noticed I was dressed as a maid, and even more especially if he put two and two together and realized he’d just spotted me cleaning his house. And if the palace found out, I’d be shipped off to the country to be lady-in-waiting to Queen Victoria’s one surviving daughter and spend the rest of my days surrounded by Pekinese and knitting wool.’


‘Oh, I suppose you do have a valid point there.’ Belinda tried not to smile. ‘Yes, that was rather insensitive of me. Come along, you’ll feel better after a jolly good lunch at the Savoy.’ She started to drag me down Park Lane. ‘We’ll take a cab.’


‘Belinda, I can’t go to the Savoy dressed like this.’


‘No problem, darling.’ Belinda yanked me sideways into Curzon Street. ‘My salon is only just around the corner. We’ll just pop in there and I’ll lend you something to wear.’


‘I couldn’t possibly wear one of your dresses. What if I damaged it in some way? You know what I’m like. I’d be liable to spill something on it.’


‘Don’t be silly. You’ll be doing me a favor actually. You can be a walking advertisement for my designs when you mingle with your royal relatives. That would be a coup, wouldn’t it? Couturiere by appointment to the royal family?’


‘Not the culottes,’ I said hastily, my one modeling disaster dancing before my eyes. ‘Some normal kind of garment that I can wear without tripping over it or looking like an idiot.’


Belinda gave her delightful bell-like laugh. ‘You are so sweet, Georgie.’


‘Sweet but clumsy,’ I said gloomily.


‘I’m sure you’ll grow out of your clumsiness someday.’


‘I hope so,’ I said. ‘It’s not that I’m perpetually clumsy. It’s just that I’m always clumsy at the wrong place and the wrong time, in front of the wrong people. It must have something to do with nerves, I suppose.’


‘Now why should you be nervous?’ Belinda demanded. ‘You’re just about the most eligible young woman in Britain, and you’re quite attractive and you have that delightfully fresh and virginal quality to you – speaking of which, anything to report on that front?’


‘My virginity, you mean?’


Two nannies, pushing prams, turned back to glare at us with looks of utter horror.


Belinda and I exchanged a grin. ‘This conversation should probably wait for somewhere a little less public,’ I said and bundled her into the doorway of the building that housed her salon. Once upstairs in her little room she had me try on several outfits before settling on a light brown georgette dress with a filmy gold short cape over it.


‘Capes are so in fashion at the moment and it goes so well with your hair,’ she said, and it did. I felt like a different person as I stared at myself in her full-length mirror. No longer gawky but tall and elegant – until I came to my feet, that is. I was wearing sensible black lace-up maid’s shoes.


‘The shoes will have to go,’ she said. ‘We can pop into Russell and Bromley on the way.’


‘Belinda – I have no money. Don’t you understand that?’


‘The shoes have to complement the outfit,’ she said airily. ‘Besides, you can pay me back when you’re queen of somewhere. You never know, you might end up with a maharaja who will weigh you in diamonds.’


‘And then lock me away in a harem. No, thank you. I think I’ll settle for a less wealthy Englishman.’


‘So boring, darling. And so completely sexless.’ Belinda stepped out onto the street and hailed a taxicab, which screeched to a halt beside her. ‘Russell and Bromley first,’ she said, as if this were normal behavior. For her it was. For me it still made me feel like Cinderella.


It took Belinda half an hour to select a pair of gold pumps for me, then it was off to the Savoy. Belinda chattered merrily and I found my spirits lifting. The cab swung under the wonderfully modern streamlined portico of the Savoy and a doorman leaped forward to open the door for us. I swept inside, feeling sophisticated and glamorous, a woman of the world at last. At least until my cape, flowing out behind me as I entered, got caught in the revolving door. I was yanked backward, choking, and had to stand there, mortified, while the doormen extricated me and Belinda chuckled.


‘Did you know that you design dangerous clothing?’ I demanded as we went through to the grill. ‘That’s twice now that one of your garments has tried to kill me.’


Belinda was still laughing. ‘Normal people seem to have no trouble with them. ‘Maybe they are secretly communist garments, sworn to destroy the house of Windsor.’


‘Then I definitely won’t let you sell one to my cousins.’ I readjusted the cape so that the clip was no longer digging into my neck as we reached the entrance of the grill.


‘You have a reservation, miss?’ the maitre d’ asked.


‘I’m Belinda Warburton-Stoke and I’m here to lunch with Lady Georgiana Rannoch,’ Belinda said sweetly as money passed discreetly from her hand to his, ‘and I’m terribly afraid that we have no reservation . . . but I’m sure you’ll be an absolute angel and find us a little corner somewhere . . .’


‘Welcome, my lady. This is indeed an honor.’ He bowed to me and escorted us to a delightful table for two. ‘I will send the chef out to give you his recommendations.’


‘I must say it is useful to have a name,’ I said as we were seated.


‘You should make use of it more often. You could probably get credit anywhere you wanted, for example.’


‘Oh no, I’m not going into debt. You know our family motto – Death Before Dishonor.’


‘There’s nothing dishonorable about debt,’ Belinda said. ‘Think of the death duties your brother was saddled with when your father shot himself.’


‘Ah, but he sold off half the estate, the family silver and our property in Sutherland to pay them off.’


‘How boringly noble of him. I’m glad I’m just landed gentry and not aristocracy. It comes with less weight of ancestors’ expectations. My great-great-grandfather was in trade, of course. Your crowd would have nothing to do with him, even though he could buy the lot of ’em. Anyway, I quite enjoy the vices of the lower classes – and speaking of vices, you never did tell me . . .’


‘About what?’


‘Your virginity, darling. I do hope you have finally done something to rid yourself of it. Such a burden.’


Unfortunately blushes really show on my fair skin.


‘You have finally done it, haven’t you?’ she went on in her loud bell-like tones, eliciting fascinated stares from all the surrounding tables. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t! Georgie, what’s the matter with you? Especially when you have someone who is ready, willing and oh so very able.’


The poor young man who was busy pouring water into our glasses almost dropped the jug.


‘Belinda,’ I hissed.


‘I take it that the rakish Darcy O’Mara is still in the picture?’


‘He’s not, actually.’


‘Oh no. What happened? You two seemed so awfully chummy last time I saw you.’


‘We didn’t have a row or anything. It’s just that he’s disappeared. Not long after the infamous house party. He just didn’t call anymore and I’ve no idea where he’s gone.’


‘Didn’t you go and look him up?’


‘I couldn’t do that. If he doesn’t want me, then I’m not about to throw myself at him.’


‘I would. He’s definitely one of the most interesting men in London. Let’s face it, there are precious few of them, aren’t there? I am positively dying of sexual frustration at the moment.’


The chef, now standing at our table, pretended to be busy straightening the cutlery. Belinda ordered all sorts of yummy things – an endive salad with smoked salmon and grilled lamb chops accompanied by a wondrously smooth claret, followed by a bread-and-butter pudding to die for. We had just finished our pudding, and coffee had been brought to the table, when a braying laugh could be heard across the grill, a sort of ‘haw haw haw.’ A young man got up from the table in question, still shaking with merriment. ‘What a riot,’ he said and started to walk in our direction.


‘Now you see what I mean about there being no interesting men in London,’ Belinda muttered. ‘This is the current flower of British manhood. Father owns a publishing house but he’s utterly useless between the covers.’


‘I don’t think I know him.’


‘Gussie Gormsley, darling,’ she said.


‘Gussie Gormsley?’


‘Augustus. Father is Lord Gormsley. I’m surprised he’s not on your list of eligibles. Must be the publishing connection. No trade in the family and all that.’ She waved at him. ‘Gussie. Over here.’


Gussie was a large, fair young man who would have made an ideal rugby forward. His face lit up with pleasure when he saw Belinda.


‘What-ho, Belinda old bean,’ he said. ‘Long time no see.’


‘Just back from the Med, darling. Have you met my good friend Georgiana Rannoch?’


‘Not Binky’s sister? Good God.’


‘Why do you say good God?’ I asked.


‘I always thought – well, he’d always given us to think that you were a shy, retiring little thing, and here you are absolutely dripping with glam.’


‘Georgie is probably the most eligible woman in Britain,’ Belinda said, before I could stammer anything. ‘Men are positively fighting over her. Foreign princes, American millionaires.’


‘No wonder Binky kept you a secret,’ Gussie said. ‘I must introduce you to old Lunghi.’ He turned and waved back toward his table in the corner.


‘Lunghi who?’ Belinda asked.


‘Lunghi Fotheringay, old bean.’ Of course he pronounced the second name ‘Fungy.’ One does.


‘Lunghi Fungy? What a scream,’ Belinda said. ‘Why is he called Lunghi?’


‘Just back from India, you know. Showed us a snapshot of himself with a bit of cloth wrapped around his loins and someone said, what do you call that, and he said a lunghi, and then we realized how funny it was. So Lunghi Fungy he became.’ He gestured again. ‘Over here, old man. Couple of delectable young fillies I want you to meet.’


I felt myself blushing with all eyes in the Savoy on me, but Belinda turned on her brilliant smile as Mr Fotheringay approached. He was slim, dark and serious-looking. Not bad, in fact.


Introductions were made and then Gussie said, ‘Look here, there’s going to be a bit of a shindig at our place next week. You two wouldn’t like to come, would you?’


‘Love to, if we’re free,’ Belinda said. ‘Anyone interesting going to be there?’


‘Apart from us, you mean?’ the dark and brooding Lunghi asked, gazing at her seriously. It was quite clear in which of us his interest lay. ‘I can assure you we are the most fascinating men in London at the moment.’


‘Unfortunately that seems to be so,’ Belinda agreed. ‘London is singularly devoid of fascination at present. We’ll take them up on it, then, shall we, Georgie?’


‘Why not?’ I replied, trying to indicate that such invitations were commonplace.


‘See you there then. I’ll pop invitations into the post so that it’s official and all that. It’s Arlington Street – that big modern white block of flats beside Green Park. St James’s Mansions. You’ll know it by the sound of jazz emanating from it and by the disgruntled looks on the faces of the neighbors.’


Belinda and I rose to leave. ‘There you are. Good things happen when you’re with me,’ she said as she paid the bill without a second glance. ‘And he was certainly impressed with you, wasn’t he?’


‘With your outfit, more likely,’ I said. ‘But it could be fun.’


‘One of them might do, you know.’


‘For what?’


‘Your virginity, darling. Really you are so dense sometimes.’


‘You said that Gussie was useless between the covers,’


I pointed out.


‘For me. He might be all right for you. You won’t expect too much.’


‘Thanks all the same,’ I said, ‘but I’ve decided to wait for love. I don’t want to end up a bolter like my mother.’


‘Speak of the devil,’ Belinda said.


I looked up to see my mother entering the room.


She stood in the doorway of the Savoy Grill, pretending to be taking in the scene, but really waiting until everyone in the place had noticed her. I had to admit that she did look an absolute vision in flowing white silk with just enough touches of red to be startling. The cloche hat that framed her delicate face was white straw with red swirls woven into it. The maitre d’ leaped forward. ‘Your Grace, how delightful,’ he muttered.


My mother hasn’t been Her Grace since many husbands ago, but she smiled prettily and didn’t correct him. ‘Hello, François. How lovely to see you again,’ she said in that melodious voice that had charmed audiences in theaters around the world before my father snapped her up. She started across the room and then she saw me. Those huge blue eyes flew open in surprise.


‘Good heavens, Georgie. It is you! I hardly recognized you, darling. You look positively civilized for once. You must have found a rich lover.’


‘Hello, Mummy.’ We kissed, about an inch from each other’s cheeks. ‘I didn’t know you were in town. I thought you’d be in the Black Forest at this time of year.’


‘I came over to meet – a friend.’ There was something coy in her voice.


‘So are you still with what’s-his-name?’


‘Max? Well, yes and no. He thinks so. But one does tire of not being able to chat occasionally. I mean the sex is still heavenly, but one does enjoy a good conversation and for some reason I simply can’t learn German. And all Max likes to talk about is shooting things. So I have taken a quick flit over to London. Ah, there he is now.’ I saw a hand waving from a far corner of the restaurant. ‘Must fly, darling. Are you still at dreary old Rannoch House? We’ll have tea or something. Ciao!’


And she was gone, leaving me with the usual disappointment and frustration and so many things left unsaid. You’ve probably guessed by now that as a mother she hasn’t been too satisfactory. Belinda took my arm. ‘I don’t know why you are adamant about not ending up like your mother. She does have a wardrobe to die for.’


‘But at what cost?’ I said. ‘My grandfather thinks that she’s sold her soul.’


A taxicab was hailed for us. We climbed in. I stared out of the window and found that I was shivering. It wasn’t just the meeting with my mother that had unnerved me. As we were getting into the taxi, I think I spotted Darcy O’Mara walking into the Savoy, with a tall, dark-haired girl on his arm.




Chapter 4


‘You’re very quiet,’ Belinda commented during the taxi ride home. ‘Did the food not agree with you?’


‘No, the food was divine,’ I said. I took a deep breath. ‘You didn’t happen to notice Darcy coming into the Savoy as we left, did you?’


‘Darcy? No, I can’t say I did.’


‘Then I may be imagining things,’ I said. ‘But I could swear it was he, and he had a young woman on his arm. A very attractive young woman.’


‘Ah well,’ Belinda said with a sigh. ‘Men like Darcy are not known for their spaniel-like devotion, and I’m sure he has healthy appetites.’


‘I suppose you’re right,’ I said and sat for the rest of the cab ride in deepest gloom. It seemed that my stupid reticence had robbed me of my chance with Darcy. Did I really want him? I asked myself. He was Irish, Catholic, penniless, unreliable and in every way unsuitable, except that he was the son of a peer. But the image of him with another girl brought almost a physical pain to my heart.


What’s more, those fleeting meetings with my mother always left me frustrated and depressed. So much I wanted to say to her and never a moment to say it. And now it seemed she might be moving on to yet another new man. It was the vision of ending up like her that had made me cautious about surrendering to someone like Darcy in the first place. I wasn’t sure that I had inherited her flighty nature, but I was sure I had definitely inherited those stalwart Rannoch traits. And Death Before Dishonor was our family name!


I let myself into Rannoch House, still wearing Belinda’s stylish outfit, my maid’s uniform and the clompy shoes now in a Harrods carrier bag. I had tried to make her take back the clothes she had lent me, but she had insisted that it was going to be good advertising and all I had to do was to hand her card to anyone who complimented me. I suppose she was right in a way, although she obviously thought I saw my royal relatives more frequently than I really did. As far as I knew, the next time I would set eyes on the king and queen would be at Balmoral, whither I was summoned each summer, Castle Rannoch being but a stone’s throw away. And at Balmoral it was strictly Highland dress.
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