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Author’s Note

Although real people walk across these pages, this book is purely fictional. Balmoral is portrayed just as it is, but if you try to find Castle Rannoch on the map, it only exists in my imagination. And I’m afraid I’ve taken liberties with the road from Balmoral to Castle Rannoch. There really is no serviceable direct route, but I’ve had one made through the mountains for the purposes of this book.


Chapter 1

Rannoch House

Belgrave Square

London W1

August 12, 1932

It is my opinion that there is no place on earth more uncomfortable than London during a heat wave. I should probably qualify this by confessing that I have never gone up the Congo River into the Heart of Darkness with Conrad, nor have I crossed the Sahara by camel. But at least people venturing to those parts are prepared to be uncomfortable. London is so seldom even vaguely warm that we are always caught completely unprepared. The tube turns into a good imitation of the infamous Black Hole of Calcutta and the smell of unwashed armpits, strap-hanging inches from one’s face, is overwhelming.

You may be wondering whether members of the royal family frequently ride on the underground. The answer, of course, is no. My austere relatives King George V and Queen Mary would have only the vaguest idea of what the tube train was. Of course, I am only thirty-fourth in line to the throne, and I am probably the only member of my family who was at that moment penniless and trying to survive on her own, in London, without servants. So let me introduce myself before we continue. My full name is Lady Victoria Georgiana Charlotte Eugenie of Glen Garry and Rannoch. My grandmother was the least attractive of Queen Victoria’s many daughters, judging by those early photographs I’ve seen of her. But then those old photographs did tend to make most people look grouchy, didn’t they? Anyway, no proposals from kaisers or kings were forthcoming for her, so she was hitched to a Scottish duke and lived at Castle Rannoch, in remotest Scotland, until she died of fresh air and boredom.

My brother, Binky, is the current duke. He’s also pretty much penniless, our father having lost the last of the family fortune in the great crash of ’29, before shooting himself on the moors and saddling Binky with horrendous death duties. At least Binky’s got the estate with the home farm and the huntin’, shootin’ and fishin’, as the landed gentry are wont to say, so he’s not exactly starving. I’ve been living on baked beans, toast and tea. I was raised with no skills other than passable French, knowing how to walk with a book on my head and where to seat a bishop at a dinner table. Hardly enough to tempt a prospective employer, if getting an ordinary job were not frowned upon for someone in my position. I tried it once – the cosmetics counter at Harrods. I lasted all of four hours.

And of course England is in the midst of a most awful depression. You only have to look on any street corner at those tragic men standing with signs saying Will accept any kind of work to know that things are pretty grim for most people. Not for most of my social class, however. For most of them life goes on unchanged, with yachts on the Med and extravagant parties. They probably don’t even know the country is in a bad way.

So now you know why there is no Bentley and chauffeur parked outside Rannoch House, our family’s London home on Belgrave Square, and why I can’t even afford to take a taxicab too often. I do usually try to avoid the tube, however. For a country-bred girl like myself the descent into that black hole has always been a cause for alarm – and more so since I was almost pushed under a train by a man who was trying to kill me.

But on this occasion I had no choice. Central London was so unbearably stifling that I decided to go and visit my grandfather, who lives on the fringes of London in Essex, and the District Line was the way to travel. Oh, and I suppose I should clarify that I’m not speaking about my grandfather the Scottish duke, whose ghost is still reputed to play the bagpipes on the battlements of our ancestral home, Castle Rannoch in Perthshire, Scotland. I’m speaking of my non-royal grandfather, who lives just outside London in a modest semi-detached with gnomes in the front garden. You see, my mother was an actress and the daughter of a Cockney policeman. She was also a notorious bolter. She left my father when I was only two and has subsequently worked her way from an Argentinian polo player, to a Monte Carlo rally driver and a Texan oil millionaire. Her romantic exploits have truly spanned the globe, unlike her daughter who has yet to have a romantic exploit.

After she bolted I was raised at Castle Rannoch. As you can imagine, I was kept well away from my mother’s side of the family when I was growing up. So I have only just got to know my grandfather and frankly I adore him. He is the only person in the world with whom I can be myself. It’s like having a real family for once!

To my intense disappointment my grandfather was not at home. Neither was the widow next door with whom he had developed a close friendship. If Granddad had been on the phone, I could have saved myself the trip. But the idea of telephone communication hadn’t exactly reached darkest Essex yet. I was standing in Granddad’s front garden, under the disapproving stare of those gnomes, not sure what to do next, when an elderly man walked past with an elderly dog on a leash. He looked at me then shook his head.

‘He ain’t there, love. He’s gone.’ (He pronounced it ‘gawn’.)

‘Gone? Where?’ I asked in alarm as visions of hospitals or worse swam into my head. Granddad’s health had not been too brilliant recently.

‘Down Clacton.’

I had no idea what a Clacton was or how one went down it. ‘Down Clacton?’ I repeated hopefully.

He nodded. ‘Yeah. Working men’s club outing. In the charabanc. Her next door went with him.’ And he gave me a knowing wink. I let out a sigh of relief. An outing. In a coach. Probably to the seaside. So even my grandfather was managing to escape the heat. I had no choice but to take the train back to the city. All my friends had deserted London for their country estates, their yachts or the Continent, and here I was, feeling hot and increasingly despondent in a carriage full of sweaty bodies.

‘What am I doing here?’ I asked myself. I had no skills, no hope of employment and no idea where to turn next. Nobody with any sense and money stayed in London during the month of August. And as for Darcy, the wild son of an Irish peer whom I thought was my current boyfriend . . . I hadn’t heard from him since he disappeared yet again, ostensibly to go home to Ireland to recover from his gunshot wound. This might be true, or it might not. With Darcy one never knew.

Of course I could go home to Scotland, I told myself, as the air in the tube train became stifling. The memory of the cold wind sweeping down the loch and the equally cold drafts sweeping down the corridors of Castle Rannoch was sorely tempting as I rode the escalator up from St James’s tube station, dabbing ineffectively at the beads of sweat trickling down my face. And yes, I know ladies don’t sweat, but something was running down my face in great rivulets.

I was almost ready to rush home to Belgrave Square, pack a suitcase and catch the next train to Edinburgh, when I reminded myself why I had left home in the first place. The answer was Fig, my sister-in-law, the current duchess – mean-spirited, judgmental and utterly awful. Fig had made it very clear that I was a burden to them, no longer wanted at Castle Rannoch, and that she begrudged my eating their food. So when it came to enduring the heat and loneliness in London or enduring Fig, the heat won out.

Only two more weeks, I told myself as I walked home through Hyde Park. In two weeks’ time I was invited to Scotland, not to my ancestral home, but to Balmoral. The king and queen had already gone up to their Scottish castle, just a few miles from our own, in time for the Glorious Twelfth, the day when the grouse shooting season officially begins. They would remain there, shooting and stalking anything with fur or feathers, for the next month and expected their various relatives to come and stay for at least part of this time. Most people tried to avoid this: they found the bagpipes at dawn, the wind moaning down the chimney, the Highland dances and the tartan wallpaper hard to endure. I was used to all this. It was just like Castle Rannoch.

Cheered by the prospect of good, fresh Highland air in the not-too-distant future, I picked my way past the bodies in Green Park. It looked like the aftermath of a particularly nasty battle – with half-naked corpses strewn everywhere. They were, in fact, London office workers making the most of the weather, sunbathing with their shirts off. A frightful sight – the bodies striped white and red depending on which parts of them had been exposed to the sun. I was halfway across the park when the bodies started to move. I noticed the sun had disappeared and at the very moment I looked up there was an ominous rumble of thunder.

The sky darkened quickly as storm clouds gathered. The sunbathers were hastily putting on their shirts and making for shelter. I began to hurry too. Not fast enough, however. Without warning the heavens opened and rain came down in a solid sheet. Girls ran screaming to the shelter of trees, which was probably not wise, given the approaching sounds of thunder. Hail bounced from the footpaths. There was no point in my seeking shelter. I was already soaked to the skin and home was only minutes away. So I ran, my hair plastered to my face, my summer frock clinging suggestively to my body, until I staggered up the steps of Rannoch House.

If I had felt depressed before, I was now well and truly in the dumps. What else could possibly go wrong? I had come to London full of hope and excitement, and nothing seemed to be working out. Then I caught sight of myself in the hall-stand mirror and recoiled in horror. ‘Just look at you!’ I said aloud. ‘You look like a drowned rat. If the queen could see you now.’ Then I started to laugh. I laughed all the way upstairs to the bathroom, where I took a long soak in the tub. By the time I had dried myself off I was feeling quite normal again. And I wasn’t going to spend another dreary evening alone in Rannoch House with only the radio for company. Someone apart from me must be in London. And of course I immediately thought of Belinda. She was one of those people who never stayed in one place for long. When last seen she was flitting off to a villa in Italy, but there was just a chance she might have tired of Italians and come home.

I sought out the least rumpled of my summer dresses (having had no maid to iron my clothes for a while now and very little idea how to iron them myself), hid my wet hair under a demure cloche hat and set off for Belinda’s mews cottage, in nearby Knightsbridge. Unlike me, Belinda had come into an inheritance when she turned twenty-one. This had enabled her to buy a dinky little mews establishment and keep a maid. Also her living costs were practically nil, given the amount of time she spent in other people’s homes, not to mention their beds.

The thunderstorm had passed over, leaving the evening air slightly cooler but still muggy. I picked my way past puddles and avoided the taxicabs that splashed through standing water on the street. I was at the entrance to the mews when I heard a loud roaring sound behind me. I was conscious of a sleek dark shape hurtling toward me and only just had time to fling myself aside as a motor bicycle came at me. It shot through the enormous puddle that had collected at the mews entrance, sending a great sheet of muddy water all over me.

‘I say!’ I tried to shout over the roar of the engine as it continued into the mews without slowing. I took off in pursuit, absolutely boiling with rage now, not pausing to consider whether the bike riders might be bank robbers or burglars fleeing from the police. The motorbike skidded to a halt farther down the mews and two men dressed in leather jackets, leather helmets and goggles were starting to dismount.

‘What the devil do you think you were doing?’ I demanded as I approached them, my anger still blinding me to the fact that I was alone in a backstreet with two distinctly antisocial characters. ‘Just look at what you did. I’m soaked.’

‘Yes, you do appear to have become a trifle wet,’ the first rider said, and to my extreme annoyance, he started to laugh.

‘It’s not funny!’ I snapped. ‘You have ruined a perfectly good dress, and as for my hat . . .’

The person who had been riding pillion dismounted and was in the process of unbuckling a helmet. ‘Of course it’s not funny, Paolo.’ The voice was female, and she pulled off her helmet and goggles with a flourish, shaking out a sleek head of dark bobbed hair.

‘Belinda!’ I exclaimed.


Chapter 2

Belinda Warburton-Stoke’s mews cottage

Knightsbridge

London W1

August 12, 1932

Belinda’s eyes opened wide with recognition. ‘Georgie! Oh, my goodness, you poor thing. Just look at you. Paolo, you’ve nearly drowned my best friend.’

The other motorcycle rider had now removed his own helmet and was revealed to be an absolutely gorgeous man of the Latin type, with dark, flashing eyes and luxuriant black hair. ‘So sorry,’ he said. ‘I did not see you. The shadows, you know. And we were going rather fast.’ He spoke with a pronounced foreign accent, overlaid with an English education at some stage.

‘Paolo just loves anything fast,’ Belinda said, gazing at him adoringly. The thought crossed my mind that she probably fit this criterion. Fast and loose, that was Belinda all right.

‘We’ve just come from Brooklands,’ she went on. ‘Paolo’s been practicing his motor racing. And he flies an aeroplane too. He’s promised to take me up.’

‘You must introduce me, Belinda,’ Paolo said, ‘and then you must take your friend inside, give her a drink to calm her nerves and clean her up a little.’

‘Of course, darling,’ Belinda said. ‘Georgie, this is Paolo.’

Paolo turned those incredible dark eyes on me. ‘Georgie? This is a name for a boy, no?’

‘It’s short for Georgiana,’ I said.

‘Oh, very well, I suppose I had better introduce you formally,’ Belinda said. ‘May I present Count Paolo di Marola e Martini. Paolo, this is my dearest friend, Lady Georgiana of Glen Garry and Rannoch.’

Paolo turned that devastating gaze onto me again. ‘You are Binky’s sister?’ he asked.

‘I am. How do you know Binky?’

‘We were at school together for one dreadful year,’ Paolo said. ‘My father wanted to turn me into a Civilized English Gentleman. He did not succeed. I loathed it. All those cold baths and hearty rugby games. Luckily I was asked to leave because I pinched the bottoms of the maids.’

‘Yes. That sounds like you,’ Belinda said. She opened her front door and ushered us in. ‘Florrie,’ she called, ‘I need a bath run straight away.’ She turned to look at me. ‘I’d ask you to sit down but frankly you’d make an awful mess of my sofa. But you can mix her a drink, Paolo. A good strong one.’

‘I’m afraid I have to be on my way, cara mia,’ Paolo said. ‘I will leave you two girls to your gossip. But tonight we will go dancing, sì? Or I take you to Crockford’s for a little gambling, and then to a nightclub if you like.’

‘I’d adore it,’ Belinda said, ‘but unfortunately I’m busy this evening.’

‘Nonsense,’ Paolo said. ‘Telephone whoever it is and say your long-lost cousin just came into town, or your sister has had a baby, or you’ve come down with chickenpox.’

‘I must admit it’s very tempting,’ Belinda said. ‘But I really can’t back out now. The poor dear would be devastated.’

‘Another man?’ Paolo demanded, eyes flashing.

‘Keep your hair on,’ Belinda said.

‘My hair? What has this to do with my hair?’

Belinda chuckled. ‘It’s an expression, darling. It means don’t get upset over nothing.’

‘These English expressions are very silly,’ Paolo said. ‘Why should I not get upset if you have a date with another man?’

‘Don’t be silly. Of course I don’t have a date with another man,’ Belinda said. ‘I’m doing my brother a favor and entertaining an old American who wants to buy one of his racehorses.’

‘And you could not cancel that for me?’ Paolo moved dangerously close to her and ran his fingertips across her cheek. I could see her weakening.

‘No, I couldn’t let my brother down,’ Belinda said.

‘I shall be devastated,’ Paolo moaned. ‘Absolutely broken-hearted. I shall think that you don’t truly love me.’

Why did men never say things like this to me, I wondered.

‘You know, I’ve just had a brilliant idea.’ Belinda swiveled around to look at me. ‘Georgie could go instead of me, couldn’t you, darling?’

‘Oh yes,’ I said bitterly. ‘I’m certainly dressed for entertaining visiting Americans.’

‘It’s not until eight thirty, darling,’ Belinda said, ‘and you can have a bath here and wear whatever you like from my wardrobe. My maid will help you dress, won’t you, Florrie?’ She turned to the maid, who was hovering at the foot of the stairs.

Nobody waited for the maid to reply.

‘Splendid,’ Paolo said, clapping his hands. ‘Then I bid you ladies arrivederci and I will call for you at nine, cara mia.’

‘Not on your motorcycle, Paolo,’ Belinda said. ‘I refuse to perch on the pillion in my evening togs.’

‘Dogs? You wish to bring dogs?’

‘Togs, darling. Another word for clothes.’

‘English is such a silly language,’ Paolo said again. He bowed to me. ‘Arrivederci. Until we meet again, Lady Georgiana.’ And he was gone.

‘Belinda,’ I said as she turned to face me with a big smile on her face. ‘You have a frightful nerve. How can I entertain this visiting American? I know very little about racehorses, and he’ll expect to be meeting with you.’

‘Don’t be silly, darling.’ Belinda put a comforting hand on my arm and steered me toward the stairs. ‘He’s not really here to buy racehorses. He’s in oil or something. I met him at Crockford’s when I was having a little flutter last night, and I agreed to go to dinner with him because the poor lamb is in town on business and he hates to dine alone. But of course I couldn’t tell Paolo that. He’s madly jealous.’

‘So you’ve stuck me with an unknown American, who is going to be disappointed that I’m not you and is probably expecting more than dinner.’

‘Of course not.’ We had reached the bathroom, from which steam was now billowing. ‘He’s from the Midwest and the only thing that’s likely to happen to you is that you’ll die of boredom. He’ll be so impressed when he finds out that he’s dining with the king’s cousin. And you’ll get a lovely dinner and good wines. I’m doing you a favor, really.’

I laughed. ‘Belinda, when have you ever done anybody a favor? You are one of the world’s great manipulators.’

‘You’re probably right.’ She sighed. ‘But you will do it for me?’ She almost dragged me up the last of the stairs.

I sighed. ‘I suppose so. What have I got to lose?’

‘I don’t know. What have you?’ She regarded me quizzically. I blushed. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t done it yet! Georgiana, I despair of you. Last time I saw you and Darcy, you appeared to be very chummy.’

‘The last time I saw him I thought we were chummy too,’ I said, feeling a black cloud of gloom settling over me. ‘But he was in hospital at the time, remember. Weak and recovering from a gunshot wound. The moment he came out of hospital he went home to Ireland to recuperate and that’s the last I’ve seen of him. Not even a postcard.’

‘I don’t think he’s the postcard-writing type,’ Belinda said. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll turn up again, like the proverbial bad penny. Darcy’s as much an opportunist as I am. He’s probably found someone to host him on a yacht off the French Riviera.’

I chewed on my lip, a bad habit that my governess, Miss MacAlister, had tried to break but never fully succeeded. ‘The problem is that I’m due up in Scotland soon. That means I won’t be seeing him all summer.’

‘You should have leaped into bed with him when you first had the chance,’ Belinda said. ‘Men like Darcy won’t wait around forever.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s that Castle Rannoch upbringing. All those ancestors who did the right thing. I kept thinking of Robert Bruce Rannoch, who stood his ground at the battle of Culloden and fought on alone until he was hacked to pieces.’

‘I fail to see what that has to do with your losing your virginity, darling.’

‘Duty, I suppose. A Rannoch never shirks her duty.’

‘And you feel it’s your duty to remain a virgin until you either wed or die, do you?’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘In fact it seems rather silly when you put it that way. I just had this vision of my mother, leaping from one bed to the next all her life, and I didn’t want to turn out like that.’

‘But think of the fun she’s had doing it. And all those lovely clothes she’s acquired along the way.’

‘I’m not like that,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid I must take after my great-grandmother, Queen Victoria. I want to find one man to love and to marry. And I really don’t care about the clothes.’

‘I can see that.’ Belinda eyed me critically. She turned to her maid, who was standing patiently with arms full of towels. ‘Help Lady Georgiana out of those disgusting wet clothes, Florrie. And then take them away and wash them and bring her a robe.’

I allowed myself to be undressed and then lowered myself into the bathtub while Belinda perched on the tub rim.

‘So what do you think of Paolo?’ she asked. ‘Isn’t he divine?’

‘Very divine. Did you meet him in Italy?’

‘He came to the villa where I was staying’ – she paused for effect – ‘with his fiancée.’

‘His fiancée? Belinda, how could you?’

‘Don’t worry, darling. It’s not the same over there. They are Catholic, you know. He’s been engaged to this girl for at least ten years. She’s very proper and spends half her time on her knees, praying her rosary, but it keeps his family happy, knowing he’ll eventually marry someone like that. In the meantime . . .’ She gave me a wicked grin.

I felt rather odd, lying in a tub of hot water while Belinda perched on the rim, but she seemed to feel this was quite normal. ‘This is like old times, isn’t it, darling?’ she commented. ‘Remember the chats we used to have in the bathroom at school?’

I smiled. ‘I do remember. It was the only place we could go where we couldn’t be overheard.’

‘So what have you been doing with yourself?’ she asked. ‘How is your char lady business going?’

‘It’s not a char lady business, Belinda. It is a domestic service agency. I prepare people’s London houses for their arrival. I don’t scrub floors or anything like that.’

‘And the relatives at the palace still haven’t found out about it?’

‘No, thank God. But in answer to your first question, it’s not going at all. I haven’t had a job in weeks.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’ Belinda stretched out her long legs. ‘Nobody comes to London in the summer. Anybody who can escape from it does so.’

I nodded. ‘I’ve begun to feel that I’m the only person still here. Even my grandfather has gone to Clacton-on-Sea on an outing.’

‘So how have you been surviving?’

‘Not very well,’ I said. ‘I’m pretty much down to tea and toast. I’ll have to do something soon, or I’ll be joining the lines at the soup kitchens.’

‘Don’t be silly, darling. You could get yourself invited to any number of country houses if you wanted to. You probably are the most eligible spinster in the country, you know.’

‘I don’t know people the way you do, Belinda. And I wouldn’t know how to invite myself to someone’s house.’

‘I’ll do the inviting, if you like.’

I smiled at her. ‘The fact is that I just don’t enjoy sponging off people.’

‘Well, you could always go home to Castle Rannoch.’

‘I considered that, which shows you how desperate I’ve been feeling. But if it was a choice between Fig and starvation, then I think starvation would win.’

She looked at me with concern. ‘My poor, sweet Georgie: no work, no friends and no sex. No wonder you’re looking gloomy. We must cheer you up. You’ll get a good meal tonight, of course, and tomorrow you can come with me to Croydon.’

‘Croydon? That’s supposed to cheer me up?’

‘The aerodrome, darling. I’m going to see Paolo’s new plane. He may even take us up.’

Having seen the reckless abandon with which Paolo drove a motorcycle, I wasn’t too keen to go up in his plane, but I managed a smile. ‘Spiffing,’ I said. At least it would be better than sitting at home.
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