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About the Book
     
      The most imposing invitation on the mantelpiece was the one from Buckingham Palace . . .

      Three women are anticipating the royal Garden Party with varying degrees of pleasure and apprehension.

      For Jackie, social editor of Society magazine, it is just one of a series of glittering events that she must cover for her glamour-hungry readers. Newly divorced,
         Jackie enjoys the hectic whirl of her career, but hopes to find a more settled lifestyle . . .
      

      For Elfrieda, ex-Swedish au pair and current Lady Witley of Vauxhall, the invitation represents one further rung up the social
         ladder. Elfrieda is so desperate to be accepted, she will do anything to make her mark. It is a determination that is to have dangerous consequences
         . . .
      

      As Lady in Waiting to the Queen, Celia is 'on duty', charged with the responsibility of helping ensure all the arrangements
         go smoothly. Celia values the position of confidence she enjoys at the Palace, and is careful to do nothing to jeopardise
         it . . .
      

      But this is one Garden Party that turns out to hold some nasty shocks for the guests. An unscrupulous man is scheming ruthlessly
         for his own advancement. And when he crosses swords with Jackie, Celia and Elfrieda, he vows he will get his revenge, whatever
         it takes . . .
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      Chapter One

      
      The most imposing invitation on the mantelpiece was the one from Buckingham Palace. It stood, thick and white, beside all
         the other cards, overshadowing them with its elegance. While many were gilt-bordered, or had ornamental deckle edges and fancy
         lettering, the one from the Queen was ingeniously simple, the lettering traditional copperplate engraving, printed in black,
         the only gilding being the embossed Crown of England centred at the top with the initials E II R – Elizabeth Regina II.
      

      
      Below were the words: ‘The Lord Chamberlain is commanded by Her Majesty to invite . . .’ and here ‘Mrs Jacqueline Daventry’
         had been handwritten in blue ink. Below, it announced there was to be an afternoon party in the gardens of Buckingham Palace
         on Wednesday 4th July, from four to six o’clock. In the bottom lefthand corner were instructions on what to wear. Ladies:
         Day Dress and Hats. Gentlemen: Morning Dress, Uniform or Lounge Suit. In the opposite corner were the words that sent an apprehensive
         shiver through all those who were looking forward to attending: Weather Permitting.
      

      
      Jackie Daventry, emerging sleepily from her bedroom after another late night, had been to Buckingham Palace many times, first
         with her parents when her father had been the American Ambassador to the Court of St James, in the late seventies, and more recently in her capacity as social editor of Society magazine. Weather permitting, she would be writing an account of this afternoon’s garden party, describing for the benefit
         of those who had never seen the velvety green lawns, immaculate herbaceous borders, bandstand by the lake where the band of
         the Grenadier Guards played evocative music, and large white marquees where tea, iced coffee, and a variety of delicious sandwiches
         and cakes were served.
      

      
      Hurrying across the drawing-room she pulled back the yellow silk curtains and looked out.

      
      When Richard Daventry, to whom she’d been married for nine years, had run off eighteen months before with Stella Morton, he’d
         agreed to let Jackie keep their Victorian mansion flat as part of the settlement. It was too large for her now she was on
         her own, but it was the one thing she had wanted from him and the reason was the location.
      

      
      Situated in Knightsbridge, within five minutes’ walk of Harrods, it backed on to Hyde Park, and from her living-room balcony
         she could see the Serpentine twisting its glittering way through acres of lush greenery, amid oak and beech and sycamore trees
         which grew tall, their branches interlacing in some places to form leafy canopies of cool shelter.
      

      
      Now, as she opened the french windows, her heart sank. A thick blanket of grey cloud shrouded the tops of the buildings and
         London was enveloped in a chilly mist. Below, in the park, joggers pounded along in tracksuits moulded to their bodies by
         the rain, and a few intrepid dog owners tramped through the long wet grass, huddled under umbrellas. It did not look promising
         for a garden party.
      

      
      Turning back into the room, which felt cold and clammy although it was summer, she turned on the television to watch the weather
         forecast. If the party was cancelled she’d have to rearrange her column for next week’s edition of Society. Not that she was short of material. Last night she’d covered five social functions, and tonight there were five more hostesses
         clamouring to have their parties written up. What had started as a fun job when she’d parted from Richard had turned into
         a demanding career. It had even brought her media fame, as other journalists interviewed her about her role of ‘society reporter’.
         They were intrigued that she was invited to the sort of party no other journalist was asked to, and only last week the Daily Mail had quoted her as saying: ‘My working day starts at six in the evening and I have more ballgowns than day clothes.’ There
         were not many journalists who could say that!
      

      
      Sinking on to the sofa, she waited for the forecast. If the party was cancelled she wouldn’t mind, but there would be others,
         thousands of them, who would be deeply disappointed. Outfits bought specially for the occasion would be put away, unworn.
         Descriptions of the exciting occasion would remain unspoken, never experienced. The elegant invitations would be pasted in
         albums for future generations to gaze at, but there would be no memorable anecdotes to go with them.
      

      
      ‘Hi, there! You’re up early, considering!’

      
      Jackie spun round to see her younger brother, Kip, standing in the doorway. He was already dressed in casual trousers and
         jacket, and he was grinning at her.
      

      
      ‘Hi. Did you sleep well?’ she asked, smiling back at him. Kip Armstrong was over from Boston for a couple of weeks, on a business
         trip, and she enjoyed his company. Of her three brothers he was her favourite, and although they were very different, they’d
         always been close.
      

      
      ‘I slept like the proverbial log.’ He glanced at the television screen. ‘What’s on?’

      
      ‘I’m waiting for the forecast. There’s a garden party at Buck House this afternoon, but it will be cancelled unless the rain
         stops.’
      

      
      
      Kip sat down beside her, a large gangling man with an easy manner. ‘Rather you than me. Cucumber sandwiches and bowing and
         scraping to royalty is not my scene.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t I know it! What a fuss you used to make when you were a little boy if we had to go to a party. You’re the most antisocial
         person I know,’ Jackie added, her tone indulgent.
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘It’s probably a reaction to all the socialising we had to do with Mom and Dad. Do you remember how we were made
         to be on our best behaviour at all times? Like we’d cause an international crisis if we misbehaved, or even World War Three?’
      

      
      Jackie smiled. ‘I remember! All those diplomatic receptions! I must say I loved every minute of it. I was quite sad when Dad
         retired.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t. I was as relieved as hell, but then you’re a social animal like the parents and I’m not. I like to go fishing or
         hunting, out into the wilds where no one can disturb me.’ He had a faraway look as he spoke, visualising the peace of the
         countryside he so loved.
      

      
      ‘Oh, but Kip, wasn’t it wonderful when Dad was posted to this country? Remember living in Winfield House, in the middle of
         Regent’s Park? What an ambassadorial residence that is! I went to a reception there only the other day, given by the present
         American Ambassador, and it brought back so many wonderful memories. Remember how many staff we had? And all those magnificent
         rooms, with great vases of fresh flowers every day!’ Jackie gave a gusty sigh. ‘Boy, was that the life. We’ll never have it
         so good again.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Kip, content to live in a medium-sized house with his wife and two small daughters, was happy with things
         the way they were.
      

      
      A map of Great Britain filled the television screen. It was decorated with symbols for cloud and rain and the occasional yellow
         sunburst.
      

      
      
      ‘Hush,’ said Jackie, ‘I want to hear what they say.’

      
      A pretty blonde girl in a summery pink dress began to announce wind speeds and isobars, low depressions and retreating cyclones,
         whilst smiling broadly into the camera.
      

      
      ‘I wish she’d talk English,’ Jackie grumbled. ‘I only want to know if it’s going to stop raining.’

      
      Kip glanced out of the window. ‘I wouldn’t like to bet on it. Do you want some coffee? I’ve got a meeting this morning but
         I have time to fix breakfast.’
      

      
      ‘I’d adore it.’ Jackie spoke with only a faint trace of an American accent, and her phraseology was very Anglicised. After
         twelve years in London, nine of which had been spent married to an Englishman, she’d adopted Great Britain as her homeland.
         Sometimes she missed the family and their place just outside Boston, but to have gone back after her divorce would have felt
         like starting all over again, and so she’d stayed, determined to carve out a life for herself in England.
      

      
      Together, brother and sister walked down the long corridor to the kitchen; Jackie, tall and slender like her mother, Kip more
         heavily built and attractive in a burly way, like their father. They both had the same colouring though; pale skin, black
         hair and vivid blue eyes, the colour of delphiniums, inherited from their Irish grandmother. In Kip the combination of dark
         hair and blue eyes made him far more handsome than he realised. In Jackie, who always protected her skin from the sun so it
         was alabaster white, the effect was devastating. People in the street stopped to stare at her, wondering if her hair could
         have been dyed such a rich colour, or if it was tinted contact lenses that made her eyes such a dazzling shade of blue.
      

      
      ‘What have you got on today?’ Kip enquired, switching on the coffee percolator.

      
      Jackie thought for a moment, visualising the page in her appointments book. ‘Two drinks parties, and then a dinner, followed by a charity ball, and I think I’ve got to go to an exhibition of paintings at the Crane Gallery.’
      

      
      He shook his head. ‘It beats me how you can bear going out every night. Why do you work for Society? They don’t even pay well, do they? Of course I know there are perks that go with the job . . .’
      

      
      ‘Like never having to eat in, you mean?’

      
      ‘Exactly. But isn’t there anything else you could write about? For Chrissakes, a party is a party is a party!’

      
      Jackie wrinkled her small nose. ‘I’m not exactly over-qualified to do anything else, you know. Dad didn’t believe in preparing
         girls to earn their own living, did he? A fine-arts degree isn’t the most useful thing in the world, but luckily I do have
         other qualifications. Ones that are unique, actually.’
      

      
      ‘Such as?’

      
      ‘I know everybody on the social scene and I have a photographic memory for faces and places. I can pick out the “right” people
         at a party in seconds, and caption photographs at a glance. That’s why I got this job. Bertram Marriott, the editor, couldn’t
         find anyone else who could do it, and string more than three words together.’
      

      
      ‘You’re underestimating yourself, Jackie, although I suppose those years as an ambassador’s daughter, and then as Richard’s
         wife, have finally paid off.’
      

      
      She put some cereal into a bowl and poured chilled milk over it. ‘They certainly have,’ she replied, between mouthfuls. ‘Dick
         introduced me to the county set, the very backbone of English society, and of course Mom and Dad knew everyone in London who
         was worth knowing, so between the two I’ve ended up with the entrée and the know-how, much to the chagrin of a lot of other
         journalists.’ She laughed gently, almost to herself. She was more surprised than anyone that she now had a burgeoning journalistic
         career, but it had helped ease the regret she felt that her marriage to Richard was over. She had loved him so much at the beginning and they’d had some very happy years together, but then he had betrayed her in
         the most awful way, for Stella had been her best friend, and by the end a slow burning anger had replaced the love she’d originally
         felt. Nevertheless, there were times when she still missed him, when the pain was deep and anguished, and loneliness bit deep
         into her soul. Then she would wish she’d had a child by him, something that was hers and no one could take away. But then,
         almost immediately, she was thankful she hadn’t. Richard had never wanted children. Perhaps, in the circumstances, he’d been
         right.
      

      
      ‘You deserve to have some fun,’ Kip was saying, breaking into her thoughts. ‘There is a bonus in this job, in that you get
         invited to all the best parties. Who knows . . . on this endless round of frivolity you might meet a wonderful, handsome,
         kind millionaire?’
      

      
      ‘That’s an absolute contradiction in terms,’ Jackie replied drily. Richard had wanted to be a millionaire and he’d wanted
         it so much that he’d let nothing stand in his way. Stella just happened to be the Chairman’s daughter. After all the years
         he and Jackie had been together, he’d decided that although her American contacts and background were impeccable, Stella’s
         were likely to be more profitable. ‘There’s no such thing as a kind millionaire, Kip.’
      

      
      He looked at her sympathetically, knowing what she was thinking, able to interpret her feelings as he’d done since they’d
         been small children.
      

      
      ‘You may be right,’ he said peaceably, ‘but I’d like to see you married again. You don’t want to end up a dry old stick, do
         you?’ He regarded her pale features and intensely blue eyes for a moment, as if searching for something.
      

      
      ‘Even I can see you’re quite pretty,’ he conceded at last with brotherly candour. ‘And you don’t look . . .’

      
      ‘I’ll kill you if you say a day over twenty-five!’

      
      
      There was a roguish glint in his eyes. ‘Well . . . er . . . twenty-six-and-a-half, maybe?’

      
      In fact she was thirty-four and already aware that in strong daylight tiny lines showed around her eyes. No one else would
         have guessed her age, though.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you write about the social scene as it really is?’ he asked suddenly, as he poured their coffee into large cups.
         ‘It would be a gas.’
      

      
      ‘You mean what really happens? All the bitchiness and intrigues and wheels-within-wheels that make the whole thing tick over?’

      
      ‘Yup.’ He grinned with relish at the thought. ‘Real behind the scenes stuff! I bet the circulation of Society would jump right through the roof!’
      

      
      Jackie cast her eyes to heaven in mock horror. ‘Imagine! My God, that would be opening a can of worms!’ She thought about
         the pettiness of those who dubbed themselves socialites, with their silly little plots and veiled threats and relentless ambition,
         hidden beneath a surface of courtly manners and exquisite politeness. To reveal what really went on would be like opening a barrel of fermenting fruit, which festered and erupted and stank of rottenness. Yet those
         on the outside lusted to be accepted into the exclusivity of the inner circle, believing it to be a sort of paradise on earth.
      

      
      Suddenly she laughed. ‘Maybe one day I will write about what it’s really like, but meanwhile I don’t want to be compared to Frank Harris. Remember what Oscar Wilde said,
         “He was invited to all the best houses . . . once!’” Then she grew serious. ‘Do you realise, Kip, that there are people who
         would kill for my job?’
      

      
      It was one of those casual remarks, once said, immediately forgotten . . . Until much later.

      
      A few miles away, on the outskirts of Chelsea, Elfrieda Witley awoke in a fever of excitement. No sooner had she opened her eyes than she leapt naked out of bed and, rushing to the windows,
         parted the turquoise satin curtains with hands that trembled.
      

      
      A voice from the bed grunted with irritation. ‘What the hell are you doing? What’s the time?’

      
      Ignoring her husband, Elfrieda pushed aside the voile blind and peered out.

      
      ‘Oh, dear God,’ she groaned, her Swedish accent heavy with despair.

      
      A mound of bedding erupted and a pink balding head, with ruffled spikes of grey hair, emerged from the snowy depths of Irish
         lace and linen. ‘Now what’s the matter?’
      

      
      Elfrieda clasped her hands as if in supplication. ‘It’s the garden party today. You haven’t forgotten? We go to Buckingham
         Palace this afternoon – but I think it rains!’ Her voice ended in a wail.
      

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, as if it mattered!’ snorted Selwyn Witley, burrowing beneath the bedding again.

      
      But to Elfrieda it mattered most desperately. When the invitation had first arrived, commanding Lord and Lady Witley of Vauxhall
         to attend the garden party, it had seemed like a wonderful prize, a reward for all the hard work and scheming she’d done to
         get her where she was today. She’d been looking forward to this afternoon for weeks, imagining the moment when their car would glide between the gold-tipped gates of Buckingham Palace and across the courtyard
         to the inner quadrangle. And then they’d alight . . . and the footmen would usher them into the palace . . . and they’d join
         the Queen on the emerald lawns . . . Elfrieda clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle an incipient sob. The rain must stop. If she didn’t get to go now, if it went on raining and the whole thing was cancelled, it would be like having a tickle
         in one’s nose and not being able to sneeze, or to be sexually aroused and unable to reach orgasm. The denial of final fulfilment would be unbearable.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it will clear,’ she said hopefully. ‘It’s still early.’

      
      ‘Humph.’

      
      ‘When do they decide to cancel or else go ahead with the party, Selwyn?’

      
      ‘How the hell should I know? Oh, for Christ’s sake, Elfie, stop making such a bloody fuss.’ The pink domed head emerged again
         and tired eyes, like oysters in cold pastry, looked across the bedroom at her.
      

      
      ‘It’s a bun fight, anyway,’ he expostulated. ‘Nine thousand people get invited – nine thousand. You won’t see anything. It’s a waste of time.’
      

      
      Elfrieda’s face was a study of mutinous disappointment.

      
      ‘It is still honour,’ she said sullenly.

      
      ‘An honour,’ he corrected her. ‘God, your English is lousy.’
      

      
      ‘I speak good English.’ Sometimes Selwyn made her very angry, she thought, still gazing down at the shining wet street below. He didn’t
         seem to understand what a long way she’d come from being Elfrieda Sjögren, youngest of eleven children, born and brought up
         in a small village overlooking the calm waters of Lake Mälaren, on the outskirts of Stockholm. Crowded into a small wooden
         chalet, that stood surrounded by pine and spruce trees and not much else, she had longed for the luxuries of life, for beautiful
         clothes and a comfortable home with a bedroom just to herself; but most of all, for good food. Lots of it. Sometimes she dreamed
         about food, seeing it arranged on great platters on a long table, but she always woke up before she could eat any of it.
      

      
      Plump and shapely, with a fresh skin, bold blue eyes and a cheerful disposition, she had arrived in London at the age of nineteen,
         determined to seek her fortune. In due course she got a job as an au pair, and during the next seven years worked for several
         aristocratic families, helping to look after their children and learning all the while some of the finer points of etiquette. She had been ambitious, greedy for the good things
         in life, and her efforts had paid off. Now she was Lady Witley of Vauxhall, wife of the multi-millionaire chairman of Witley
         Construction, who had been made a life peer in 1986 in recognition of his services to the community, and the Conservative
         Party in particular. The Prime Minister, who held him in high esteem, had recommended him for the honour, and was said personally
         to have put his name forward to the Queen. Elfrieda had glowed with pride when she’d heard that, but now she felt rattled
         by the way Selwyn was trying to hamper her advancement into real society, and she hated it when he criticised the way she
         spoke.
      

      
      It was still raining. Her big day was about to be ruined. A small tear rolled down her healthy pink cheek and she thought
         if only she could go to Buckingham Palace this afternoon she would be happy. No one knew how much it meant to her.
      

      
      Still grumbling, Selwyn clambered out of bed, his arthritic joints hurting, his limbs aching from last night’s vast consumption
         of port. He glanced at his wife’s pale unclothed body as she stood uninhibitedly by the window, her bottom reminding him of
         a large ripe pumpkin.
      

      
      ‘Put some clothes on, for heaven’s sake. Africa will be up with your breakfast tray in a minute.’ Then he shambled off to
         the bathroom, pulling on his silk monogrammed robe as he did so.
      

      
      Elfrieda shrugged, and getting back into bed slipped on a gauzy see-through lace bedjacket through which her large dark nipples
         protruded tautly. A moment later their Filipino maid, Africa, slid smilingly into the room bearing a tray almost as big as
         herself, on which were fried eggs and hot muffins, strawberry jam and orange juice, fresh peaches and fragrant hot chocolate.
         Georgian silver sparkled against the dazzling white damask traycloth.
      

      
      
      ‘Where are the newspapers?’ Elfrieda demanded. She depended on the top gossip columnists of the Daily Mail and Daily Express, Nigel Dempster and Ross Benson, to keep her informed of the activities of the People Who Mattered. After all, if she hadn’t
         been an avid reader of the gossip columns when she’d worked for the Earl and Countess of Atherton, looking after their two
         sons, she’d never have known Who was Who. It was only because she’d seen a photograph of Lord Witley with his wife, at a gala
         concert, that she’d realised he often dined with the Athertons. He’d even said ‘good evening’ to her on several occasions
         when she’d helped the guests with their coats, and she’d noticed how he’d eyed her legs, letting his gaze linger on her crotch.
      

      
      ‘They here,’ Africa replied, taking the newspapers from under her arm and laying them on the bedcover. Her command of English
         was no better than her mistress’s. ‘It raining,’ she added unnecessarily.
      

      
      Elfrieda didn’t answer but snatched up the Express to see if she and Selwyn had been mentioned at the Mayfair Ball they’d attended two nights before. One of Ross Benson’s assistants
         had been there and so had their famous photographer Richard Young, so surely . . . Her eyes skimmed the page, saw the familiar
         names of Roger Moore, Joan Collins, the Duchess of York and Elton John, and her heart sank. Not a mention of Lord and Lady
         Witley, and the only photograph was one of the Duchess of York in a Xandra Rhodes ballgown, receiving a bouquet. Fretfully
         she attacked her fried eggs and spread the golden butter thickly on her muffin. When was she going to be pictured in the newspapers and glossy magazines? Wasn’t she a member of the British aristocracy now? Listed in
         the new edition of Debrett’s Peerage and Baronetage as Selwyn’s second wife . . . alongside his newly and hurriedly designed coat of arms and crest bearing the motto Semper Paratus: Always Ready. Elfrieda didn’t like the motto much. She wished Selwyn had chosen a more noble-sounding one, like With Faith and Valour or God Defend the Right. Always
         Ready made her think of torch batteries.
      

      
      ‘Any more I get you?’ enquired Africa, who had been fussing around the bedroom, picking up discarded shoes and clothing from
         the night before.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Elfrieda replied sharply. ‘Get on with your work downstairs.’ Then she leaned back against the mound of snowy pillows
         and wished she felt happier. If only it would stop raining. How was she going to be able to bear it if the party was cancelled?
         Of course, she reflected, Lady Atherton would already be in the know about this afternoon. Royal Ladies-in-Waiting were told
         that sort of thing before anyone else, and according to the Court Circular in The Times Lady Atherton was doing one of her stints of duty at the moment. Whenever the Queen carried out a public engagement, the
         announcement would end with the line: ‘The Countess of Atherton was in attendance.’
      

      
      Of course they didn’t speak these days, she and Celia Atherton. Not after what had happened. When they saw each other at a
         party, Celia averted her eyes and carried on talking to her friends as if Elfrieda didn’t exist. With supreme self-confidence,
         she ignored her former au pair; and yet she did it with such style, it was as if she really hadn’t noticed her presence at
         all. Hating to be snubbed and overlooked, Elfrieda glowered angrily, smouldering with resentment that only served further
         to charge her social ambitions. Meanwhile there was one factor that consoled Elfrieda greatly: Selwyn was far richer than
         Lord Atherton would ever be, and although he was a bit old and crotchety at times, he certainly wasn’t mean. She could buy
         herself all the clothes she wanted and he’d given her some lovely jewellery when they’d married. He’d also bought them a house
         in The Boltons, one of London’s most exclusive garden squares, where the loudest noise in the street was the purr of the waiting Rolls-Royce engines, and the greatest activity the servants polishing brass
         knockers. Their house was white and stuccoed and resembled a giant iced wedding-cake. Douglas Fairbanks Jnr had once owned
         the one next door.
      

      
      Selwyn had even engaged Nina Campbell, who had designed the interior of the Duke and Duchess of York’s new house, to supervise
         the decorations, with the exception of their bedroom which Elfrieda had begged to be allowed to design herself. With some
         reluctance, Selwyn had agreed.
      

      
      Now, as she lay in bed munching hot muffins and fresh peaches, she looked around with deep satisfaction. Even the Countess
         of Atherton – even the Queen for that matter – would probably never have a bedroom like this.
      

      
      Turquoise satin and gilt abounded in swags and drapes, carvings and mouldings, hangings, festoons and flounces. Searching
         London for the most opulently gilded mirrors she could find to hang on the pleated silk wall covering, she had added layer
         upon layer of gilt in the form of furniture, lamps, wall brackets and a large golden eagle, with its wings out-spread, that
         was fixed over the bed. Sarcastically, Selwyn had asked her where she intended hanging the Stars and Stripes.
      

      
      Elfrieda didn’t care. If the rest of the house was a perfect example of restrained good taste, the bedroom was where she felt
         happiest. Here she could lie in bed and look up at the intricate mouldings on the ceiling, and say to herself: ‘I’ve done
         it! I’ve done it!’ No more poverty. No more hard work cleaning other people’s houses and looking after their children. No
         more wishing for all the lovely things she so wanted and feared she’d never have. She had it all now, thanks to her wits and
         Selwyn’s money. And in time those damned English newspapers and magazines would feature her in all her glory too, even if
         she had to pay them to do it.
      

      
      At that moment, Selwyn came back into the room, his hair brushed smooth now, an aura of Paco Rabanne wafting about him.
      

      
      ‘It’s still raining,’ he announced with a hint of amused malice.

      
      ‘What? Oh, no!’ She’d finished her egg and was spooning raspberry jam on to her second muffin.

      
      Selwyn sniffed. ‘Anything in the papers?’

      
      ‘Only a picture of the Duchess of York.’

      
      He groaned with exaggerated expression. ‘I mean is there any news? What’s happening in Lithuania? Has Gorbachev made a further
         statement about Estonia? Is there still fighting in the streets of Romania? A picture of Fergie is hardly of world-shattering
         interest.’
      

      
      Elfrieda shrugged, not caring. ‘How do I get myself on more charity committees, Selwyn? What do I have to do to be made the
         chairman of some fundraising gala? That’s how one gets to know the right people, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Who the fuck cares!’

      
      ‘But it’s the way to get on.’ Her scathing tones indicated her husband must be a simpleton not to recognise the route to the
         top. How come he’d been given a life peerage when he didn’t even know about charity committees?
      

      
      Selwyn turned away to go to his dressing-room, but not before he’d seen the wreckage of Elfrieda’s breakfast tray.

      
      ‘You’ll get fat, like your mother.’

      
      She glared balefully at him. Ever since he’d found a hidden snapshot of Mater, who was obese and had thick stumpy legs, he’d
         taunted her about her weight. So far she was merely curvaceous, but her large breasts and hips foretold of amplitude yet to
         come.
      

      
      ‘No, I not go fat,’ she retorted, losing her command of the language completely.

      
      ‘But you’ll guzzle cream cakes at the palace this afternoon, won’t you?’

      
      
      ‘Oh, Selwyn, has it stopped raining? Please, God, let it stop raining!’

      
      Ada Pinner always arrived at the Earl and Countess of Atherton’s in time to get the breakfast. They lived in a nineteenth-century
         terraced house in South Eaton Place, and she had worked for them for nearly twenty years now. If her bus from Fulham was on
         time she’d flick a duster round the drawing-room and dining-room first, before they came down; but if, like today, she was
         delayed by heavy traffic, there was only time to get the breakfast before they appeared.
      

      
      The heavy rain had made her late this morning, snarling up the traffic so it moved sluggishly along the King’s Road. When
         she’d reached Sloane Square, she’d hopped off the bus, and despite the rheumatism in her feet and knees, hurried down Cliveden
         Place into South Eaton Place, glad that she’d put on her rubber wellington boots. The weather wasn’t fit for ducks, she thought,
         as she let herself into the house. Going straight to the kitchen, which was situated at the back overlooking the small paved
         garden, she put on the kettle and started to set the table with a blue linen cloth and the pretty pink and white china that
         came from France. The Athertons always had breakfast in the kitchen. ‘The dining-room is much too formal when it’s just the
         family,’ Lady Atherton had said, when they’d moved into the house ten years before.
      

      
      Keeping her eye on the clock, Ada proceeded to put out packets of cereal and pots of honey and jam. She was just about to
         put some bread in the toaster when the telephone, which sat on the old Welsh dresser, rang. Ignoring it, partly because she
         was sure either Lord or Lady Atherton would answer it, and also because she hated getting involved in taking messages, she
         let it ring. But after a few more moments it became obvious no one was going to answer it so she lifted the receiver cautiously
         and put it to her ear.
      

      
      
      ‘Hello?’ she said guardedly.

      
      A woman’s voice, clear and young, spoke. ‘May I speak to Lady Atherton please?’

      
      ‘Hang on. I’ll get her.’ Ada nearly added it was a bit early to go ringing people, but thought better of it. ‘Who is it?’
         she asked instead.
      

      
      The voice held a hint of humour. ‘It’s the Queen.’

      
      Ada’s head spun, and for a moment she felt quite breathless, as if all the air had been sucked out of her. Not for a second
         did it cross her mind to doubt the identity of the caller.
      

      
      ‘Oh! . . . Oh, I’ll get her,’ she cried in a panic-stricken voice. ‘I’ll get her, Madam . . . Mam . . . Your Majesty! I won’t
         be half a mo!’
      

      
      With legs shaking and heart pounding – wait until she told Sidney about this! – she climbed the thickly carpeted stairs to
         the first floor, and knocked on the bedroom door.
      

      
      ‘Your Ladyship,’ she called out agitatedly.

      
      The door was opened by Lady Atherton, wearing a white towelling robe and with a towel wound round her wet hair.

      
      ‘What is it, Mrs Pinner?’ she asked pleasantly. Younger looking than her forty-two years, Celia Atherton was a pretty woman
         with fair hair and skin, and steady unwavering grey eyes which looked at people with devastating candour, as if she was searching
         out the truth.
      

      
      ‘The phone!’

      
      ‘Yes, I heard it just as I was getting out of the bath. Who is it?’

      
      Ada Pinner’s eyes grew wide and round. ‘Hurry, Madam, it’s . . .’

      
      ‘Not the boys?’ Ever since their sons, Colin and Ian, had gone away to boarding-school, Celia had lived in perpetual dread
         that one day she’d get a message to say they were ill or had suffered an accident. ‘Are the boys all right?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not the boys, Madam, it’s the Queen. She’s on the phone.’ Mrs Pinner took a gulp of air. ‘Quick!’
      

      
      To her astonishment Lady Atherton took the news quite calmly. ‘Thank you, Mrs Pinner, I’ll take the call up here.’ Then she
         closed the bedroom door quietly.
      

      
      When Ada got back to the kitchen, her heart was still hammering. The Queen, ringing up like an ordinary person! In all her
         years of working for the Athertons that had never happened. At least, not while she’d been in the house, but then of course
         she always went home at lunchtime. Lady Atherton hired caterers and butlers if she was entertaining, otherwise Ada was their
         only regular servant.
      

      
      She had first come to work for the Athertons in 1970, when they were newly married. Of course, they hadn’t been the Earl and
         Countess of Atherton then. Their name had been Gerard, the Honourable Hugo and Mrs Gerard, and they’d lived in a flat on the
         Old Brompton Road. Then, in 1981, Hugo’s father had died and he’d succeeded to the title. Now he was a leading light in the
         House of Lords and chairman of Hamilton’s, a famous firm of auctioneers, while his wife had become one of the Queen’s eleven
         Ladies-in-Waiting. It was a shame though, thought Ada, that there had been so little money to go with the title. Atherton
         Hall in Norfolk had been sold years ago and was now a nursing home so the house in Eaton Place was their only residence, unlike
         other people in their position who had a place in the country as well. All that Hugo’s father had been able to leave him was
         some furniture, silver and paintings, the family jewels, which included a magnificent sapphire and diamond tiara, and a few
         thousand pounds. That was why Ada Pinner was their only regular domestic help, and why Celia did the cooking herself when
         they were on their own.
      

      
      Ada looked out of the window again, watching the rain fall in a heavy curtain, bouncing on the paved patio, dripping from
         the leaves. Surely the garden party would have to be cancelled? Perhaps that was what the Queen had wanted to discuss with Her Ladyship. Ada thought about the job of Waiting, as it was always
         referred to, and decided she’d have hated it herself. All that standing around a few paces behind Her Majesty, watching for
         signals and always being on the alert to make sure nothing went wrong. It was just as well, she reflected, that Ladies-in-Waiting
         only worked for two or three weeks at a time before handing over to someone else.
      

      
      ‘Sort of shift work, they do,’ she had explained to her husband one day. Sidney Pinner, who worked in the bottling plant of
         a soft drinks factory, hadn’t been very interested. He preferred football to the royals, whom he thought rather a waste of
         time. Ada, on the other hand, was besotted by them. Pictures of the Queen, Prince Charles and Princess Diana loomed out at
         visitors from ornamental dishes and mugs which were on display in her living-room, while in the kitchen their fixed expressions,
         gaudily printed on tea-towels, wiped many a plate dry. She also went, whenever she could, to watch when they made a public
         appearance, especially if Lady Atherton was Waiting. Only one thing perplexed her, so much so that she felt forced to ask
         about it.
      

      
      ‘What happens,’ she asked her employer in embarrassment one day, ‘if the Queen suddenly wants to go to the lavatory? You never
         hear of it happening, but they must want to go sometimes. It don’t seem natural, otherwise, so how do they manage?’
      

      
      Celia Atherton had thrown back her head, laughing. ‘One of the first rules you’re taught when you join the palace staff is
         to go when you have the opportunity, and not wait until you feel the need.’
      

      
      ‘But what happens if you have a weak bladder? My Sidney has to go all the time, he can’t help himself.’

      
      ‘I do remember being asked two questions by the Queen’s private secretary, just before I became a Lady-in-Waiting,’ Celia Atherton recalled. ‘The first one was, could I hold my tongue, because they obviously wouldn’t want a gossip. But the
         other question was, could I hold my water?’
      

      
      ‘He never!’ Ada Pinner blushed at such intimate revelations. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t have known what to say.’

      
      Celia smiled. ‘I told him I thought my mother must have been frightened by a camel because I hardly ever want to go, and he
         said the Queen would enjoy that joke and he’d have to tell it to her.’
      

      
      Mystified by the strange sense of humour of the upper classes, Ada had repeated the conversation to Sidney.

      
      ‘Well, pissing is the same the world over, whoever you are!’ he’d replied sourly. ‘It’s no big deal.’

      
      Lady Atherton came into the kitchen just as Ada was placing the teapot of Lapsang Souchong on the table. Her Ladyship was
         dressed now in an impeccably crisp pink linen dress with a white collar, and her face was lightly and delicately made up.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear, isn’t it a dreadful day?’ she remarked, sitting down at the table.

      
      Ada knew better than to ask if the Queen had phoned to say the party had been cancelled. What happened between her employer
         and the Queen was never discussed, nor were the workings of Buckingham Palace, except in the most general terms.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it’s raining cats and dogs,’ she replied. Then as a crafty afterthought, she added: ‘Shall I press your dress for this
         afternoon, m’lady?’ That was one way of finding out what was going on.
      

      
      ‘Yes please, Mrs Pinner, and can you check that I’ve got clean gloves? Did I tell you that I’ve discovered where to get white
         leather gloves cleaned?’ Celia added casually.
      

      
      ‘Where, m’lady?’

      
      ‘There’s a company in Scotland that does them. We’ll have to send them by post, but it’s worth it. I do so hate cotton or silk gloves. The Queen’s lady’s maid gave me the address.’
      

      
      Ada beamed with appropriate delight. She didn’t think cotton or silk gloves the proper thing either.

      
      Hugo appeared a few moments later, still handsome at forty-eight, almost a clichéd version of what romantics imagine an English
         earl to look like: tall, elegantly slim, with dark hair greying at the temples, and a dark moustache. He was without doubt
         one of the most distinguished-looking men of his generation, with a charismatic quality that had helped him succeed in business.
         Celia had grown accustomed to his striking looks, seeing them through eyes misted by fond familiarity, but then she would
         notice other women gazing at him and realise with a jolt that his film star features were very attractive to them.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Mrs Pinner.’

      
      ‘Good morning, m’lord.’

      
      ‘And how are you today?’ His greeting was warm and courteous. He greeted everyone in this way, be they road sweeper or duchess.

      
      ‘Very well, thank you, m’lord. Would you like an egg, or will you just have cereal this morning?’ Ada Pinner admired him almost
         as much as she admired royalty. He was a real gentleman in her opinion. One of the best.
      

      
      Hugo looked around the kitchen. ‘Any danger of a grape-fruit?’ he asked boyishly.

      
      Celia burst out laughing. ‘You sound just like the boys. “Any danger,” indeed! That’s what they always say.’

      
      Hugo grinned. ‘They’ll be home for the holidays quite soon, won’t they?’ He sounded wistful. Family tradition had dictated
         that after preparatory school they went to Eton College, where he himself had been, but he missed them when they were away.
      

      
      ‘Another four weeks, darling.’

      
      
      ‘As long as that?’

      
      ‘I was thinking, maybe we should get a tutor to look after them next holidays? Someone who could help them keep up their studies
         but who would also be able to give them a game of tennis, or take them swimming.’
      

      
      After a moment’s thought, Hugo nodded slowly. ‘That’s not a bad idea. Why don’t you ring up Robertson and Short? They’re the
         best agency. I can remember my father getting a tutor for me from them, when I was about Colin’s age. They’ll recommend someone
         good.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Celia looked meaningfully at him. ‘We don’t want any more au pairs, do we?’

      
      Hugo shot her a knowing look, remembering. ‘God, no! I couldn’t survive another Elfrieda.’

      
      ‘Neither could I.’ Elfrieda Sjögren, as they’d always think of her, had caused them so much embarrassment Celia still flinched
         when she thought about it. She supposed she ought to be thankful that the wretched girl hadn’t tried to seduce Hugo. As it
         was, poor old Selwyn Witley had succumbed to her grubby charms and abandoned Helen, after twenty-three years of marriage,
         which was doubly hard on her when she had stood by him during the lean years before he’d become successful.
      

      
      Of course, as the débâcle had mainly taken place in the Athertons’ house, the newspapers had exploited the situation to the
         hilt.
      

      
      QUEEN’S LADY-IN-WAITING INVOLVED IN MARRIAGE BREAK-UP screamed most of the headlines, and only in much smaller print below: ‘au pair runs off with dinner guest’.
      

      
      Fortunately the Queen had been more than understanding when a mortified Celia had apologised to her.

      
      ‘Believe me,’ she had said, ‘I know the press better than you do. It’s typical of them to mention your position here, although it’s got nothing to do with the matter. It will soon be forgotten.’
      

      
      ‘I sincerely hope so,’ Celia had replied. Well, it had been forgotten as far as the general public was concerned, but she
         would never be allowed to forget, because Elfrieda was making a determined foray into society and it was impossible to avoid
         her. She was so exuberantly gloating, too, in her new role of the rich peer’s wife; so triumphant about her big house in The
         Boltons, her chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, her designer-label clothes and Cartier jewellery, that she was fast becoming London’s
         latest laughing-stock. Though torn between amusement at her chutzpah, and embarrassment at her behaviour, Celia would never forget Elfrieda’s methods of ensnaring Selwyn, and still felt sad
         for his first wife, who had been her friend.
      

      
      Breakfast over, Hugo rose to leave for the auction gallery in Bond Street.

      
      ‘If the party’s on this afternoon, I’ll come home later to change,’ he said, as he kissed her goodbye.

      
      ‘I’ll get Mrs Pinner to press your morning suit,’ she replied. ‘I’ll let you know what’s happening as soon as I can.’ She
         lowered her voice, out of earshot of the maid. ‘The Queen told me just now that they’ll make a decision by eleven o’clock.
         The forecast looks better for the afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘Then I’ll hope to see you later. Bye, sweetheart.’

      
      ‘Bye, darling.’ Fondly she watched him run down the front steps and into the chauffeur-driven car Hamilton’s provided for
         his use. With a wave of his hand he was gone, and as always she felt a tiny pang of loss when he left her side. Hugo was her
         rock, her life, her love. Without him she always felt she would diminish and be a mere shadow. And if she had supported him
         in all he’d done since they’d married, twenty years before, then he had certainly done the same for her, especially in her role as one of the royal Ladies-in-Waiting. When several of the Queen’s friends had recommended her and
         suggested she would be perfect for such a position, Celia’s first reaction had been one of nervousness. The fact that her
         father-in-law had been an equerry to the late King George V, and that she herself had been invited to parties at Buckingham
         Palace when she married Hugo, did nothing to quiet her initial reluctance.
      

      
      ‘How shall I know what to do?’ she’d asked Hugo.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, the Queen’s private secretary will go through everything with you, and there are always people on the palace
         staff who will help you if you’re in a fix,’ he’d assured her.
      

      
      That had been six years ago. Now she could count the Queen among her closest women friends, and her spells on duty as a pleasure.
         Wherever the Queen went, and whatever she did, an aura of delight spread amongst those most closely associated with her, extending
         and reaching out to the crowds beyond. It was a cliché that made Celia wince when she put it into words, but the fact was
         the Queen spread happiness wherever she went, and a little of that happiness and general good spirits rubbed off on those
         around her.
      

      
      She glanced at her watch. It was half-past nine. Robertson and Short would be open. She reached for the telephone directory
         to get their number: Agents for Educational Tutors, Hay Hill, Mayfair. She dialled the number and immediately an educated
         voice answered. Explaining that she wanted someone to help look after their thirteen- and fifteen-year-old sons during the
         summer vacation, she was told they had several young men on their books who were highly qualified teachers. One in particular
         they could recommend. His name was Roland Shaw and he was thirty-one.
      

      
      ‘Mr Shaw has a degree in History and English from Caius College, Cambridge, and when he was at Nottingham Grammar School, from where he won a scholarship for university, he obtained seven O levels and four A levels,’ she was told.
      

      
      ‘How about sports? And can he drive?’

      
      ‘He can play tennis, cricket, and is apparently a strong swimmer. He also has a clean driver’s licence.’

      
      ‘That all sounds very satisfactory,’ Celia replied. ‘When can I meet him?’

      
      ‘Shall I arrange for an interview tomorrow morning, Lady Atherton? I can ask him to come and see you at about ten-thirty,
         if that is convenient? He only lives in Knightsbridge so he’s practically within walking distance of your house.’
      

      
      Celia consulted her diary. ‘That would be fine. I shall look forward to seeing him then.’

      
      Then she hung up and glanced out of the window. It was still raining. At this rate it was very doubtful the garden party would
         go ahead.
      

      
      ‘I’m off now,’ Jackie called to Kip, an hour later. He was still making business calls in the living-room, and shouted a perfunctory:
         ‘Okay. See you later.’ Belting her cream raincoat, she seized an umbrella out of the blue and white Chinese stand in the hall
         and hurried to the lift. Taxis were scarce on a morning like this, so as a precaution she’d put on a comfortable pair of walking
         shoes that wouldn’t get spoilt by the rain. Most of her mornings were spent in the offices of Society, going through the dozens of invitations that arrived each day, answering letters and making arrangements for the coming
         week. Sometimes she wrote her column in the office, where she had a desk in a corner of a room shared with the fashion editor
         and her assistant, but mostly she wrote it in the peace and quiet of her own flat, typing it straight on to her old-fashioned
         IBM Golfball machine which everyone teased her about. Okay, so it was noisy, heavy, and couldn’t do all the other things a more modern machine could do, but she loved it for its solidity and simplicity. As for word processors, she
         shrank with horror from the thought of all that technology.
      

      
      ‘I’m surprised you don’t write your column with a quill and ink,’ Kip teased her. ‘After all, Samuel Pepys did!’

      
      The headquarters of Society were situated in Berkeley Street, on the first floor of a Victorian house that had long since been converted into offices
         and now housed six separate companies, including an estate agent, a legal practice and a public relations company. When Jackie
         arrived fifteen minutes later, having been lucky enough to catch a cab, she found the usual hubbub of activity generating
         its own energy, so that the building had an atmosphere akin to a humming power station. Couriers, looking like space-age figures
         from some galactic hell in black leather with gleaming helmets and smoked-glass eye goggles, charged in and out delivering
         documents for the different companies, while secretaries rushed to and fro dealing with them.
      

      
      Up on the fourth floor, in the offices of Society, comparative peace reigned. They’d put the forthcoming issue to bed the previous evening, each department giving an enormous
         sigh of relief as they did so, and now a delicious lethargy enveloped them all and would continue to do so for the next few
         hours before the frenzy to meet deadlines started all over again. Basking in the luxury of knowing they had seven days before
         the next issue went to press, they could afford to toss ideas around, spend time planning features, speculate on what would
         be popular with the readers, and what would not.
      

      
      The editor, Bertram Marriott, was in the lobby when she arrived.

      
      ‘Can I talk to you for a few minutes?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Sure,’ Jackie replied, following him into his office, which to her amazement was always bare, his desk a gleaming barren
         expanse of oak, the swivel captain’s chair he always sat in placed precisely behind it. Two other chairs of carved mahogany and a dark green leather sofa were the only other furnishings
         in the large square room. On the pale green walls hung two nondescript landscapes, framed in carved gilt. Bertram, who was
         in his late fifties, was an old-fashioned editor, yet he ran one of the most successful modern magazines to be found on any
         news-stand. Delegation, Jackie decided, must be his forte, coupled with the ability to choose the right people to carry out
         his ideas.
      

      
      ‘There’s something I want to discuss with you,’ he began, fastidiously flicking a speck of dust from his desk top. ‘I want
         to run a feature, over several issues, on Prince Charles and Princess Diana. The real Charles and Diana, not just what the inside of Kensington Palace looks like. I want you to find out their personal habits,
         their likes and dislikes, what they eat and drink, what they talk about when they’re alone, what they wear, in bed and out
         of it. A complete dossier that will give readers a real insight into what goes on behind the scenes. We’ve got enough photographs,
         but I want you to write the piece. D’you think you can do it?’
      

      
      Jackie had turned several shades paler while he had been talking. How on earth was she going to get that sort of insight into
         the lives of the most famous royal couple in the world? There was no way anyone in their household would tell her anything
         intimate about them, and the press office at Buckingham Palace was notoriously unhelpful on such matters. They were so scared
         of giving anything away that their very protestations aroused curiosity and made one think there must be something to conceal,
         when in fact there probably wasn’t. She thought quickly. Bertram was a man who didn’t like to hear the problems around any
         situation, only the solutions. And they had better be good ones.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ she agreed with a flashing smile. ‘How long do I have?’

      
      
      He gazed into the middle distance, and she could see the workings of his computer-like mind. He pursed his lips. ‘I’d like
         to have four articles, each three thousand words long, by the end of July. We can insert the first one in the following week’s
         edition. We’ll run it as a major feature throughout August – perfect timing for people on holiday who will have time on their
         hands and be attracted by such a fascinating series. We’ll call it “At home with the Waleses”, and of course you’ll have a
         prominent byline.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ murmured Jackie faintly. Her mind was trying to grapple with the enormity of the task. That was, unless she was
         going to do a re-hash of all the gossipy bits that had already appeared over the years in various newspapers. But in fact
         what else could she do? Ask their household controller if it would be possible to interview them? The answer would almost
         certainly be ‘no’, especially for a popular magazine like Society. Now, if she’d been writing for a more serious periodical it might have been possible to have gained an interview with Prince
         Charles on architecture or the environment, both of which he was very interested in. She might even have been able to secure
         a meeting with Princess Diana to ask her all about the charities of which she was patron. But to ask what they both wore in
         bed . . .
      

      
      ‘Right!’ said Jackie, springing to her feet. ‘I’d better get started. Maybe I’ll get a lead at the garden party this afternoon.
         That’s if it isn’t cancelled because of the rain.’
      

      
      Bertram Marriott nodded encouragingly. ‘See if you can have a word with Princess Diana,’ he suggested.

      
      Jackie stifled a giggle. For all his editorial acumen Bertram was as naive as a child over certain things, because he never
         actually went anywhere. From behind the safety of his desk he thought you could go up to any member of the royal family and
         do a mini-interview on the spot. He was quite put out when Jackie came back from Royal Ascot one day without a quote from the Queen. ‘But you were in the Royal Enclosure, weren’t you?’ he exclaimed. ‘Why couldn’t you have asked her about
         her runners when she walked down to the paddock to see the horses before the start of the race?’
      

      
      Excuses about the presence of lords and ladies-in-waiting, equerries and plain-clothes detectives surrounding the monarch
         did nothing to appease him. He liked to give orders and he expected his staff to carry them out.
      

      
      Jackie hurried to her own cluttered office, where Rosie, the fashion editor, was draping clothes all over the furniture.

      
      ‘Hi, Rosie,’ Jackie greeted her.

      
      ‘Hi. What do you think of this dress?’ Rosie held up armfuls of white organdie, frilled and furbelowed, and looped with pink
         satin ribbon.
      

      
      Jackie looked doubtful. ‘It’s a bit like bedroom curtains, gone wrong.’

      
      Rosie raised carefully painted eyebrows. ‘Let me tell you, this is a débutante’s ballgown, and it’s selling for six thousands pounds.’
      

      
      ‘Six . . .?’ Jackie’s expression was stunned. ‘I don’t believe it!’

      
      ‘It’s true.’ Rosie indicated the Year Planner on the wall beside Jackie’s desk. ‘What else are the poor little dears going
         to wear to all the social events you’re covering?’
      

      
      Jackie followed her glance, laughing ruefully. The Planner listed all the main events of the year, so that she could slot
         them in amongst all the other functions she wrote about. The first one was the Summer Exhibition of Paintings at the Royal
         Academy of Art, which officially signalled the start of the Season. This was followed by the Chelsea Flower Show, attended
         by the entire royal family on the first day. From then on it was a non-stop whirl, including Derby Day, a celebration of racing
         attended by thousands of people from the highest in the land to colourful buskers; the Fourth of June celebrations at Eton College, to commemorate its founding in 1440 by King Henry VI; followed by Cowes Regatta on the Isle
         of Wight, when the Royal Yacht Britannia anchored in the bay, and Prince Philip whizzed around the Solent in a powerboat; and then the final departure from London
         for Scotland for the ‘Glorious Twelfth’ of August, when the shooting season started.
      

      
      Interspersed among these major events were the Glyndebourne opera season; racing at Goodwood – one of the most beautiful
         racecourses in England, owned by the Duke of Richmond and Gordon; the State Opening of Parliament, when all the peers and
         peeresses of the realm wore their ermine and crimson velvet robes and coronets, and the Queen wore her crown; the Eton and
         Harrow cricket match at Lords; the Cartier Polo Match at Windsor; and a large number of annual charity balls, many of which
         were held in stately homes around the countryside.
      

      
      When Jackie had first taken on the job, she’d been overwhelmed by the amount of socialising she was expected to do. Her life
         was no longer her own and at brief moments she understood how royalty must feel, locked into a constant treadmill of going
         to places and meeting people. At the beginning she’d loved the glamour of her position. Everyone was nice to her because they
         wanted to be mentioned in her column; she was sent the best tickets for every first night, film première, gala concert, ballet
         or opera; restaurants gave her the best table as soon as they realised who she was, and hostesses exhausted themselves in
         their efforts to get her to attend one of their parties. A distinct element of power also went with the job. One of the other
         diary columnists had been heard to remark that she could ‘make or break someone socially’ by how often she wrote about them.
         Jackie did not relish this power, and it soon became obvious among the more ambitious socialites that she would only write
         about people she liked, even if they weren’t rich or grand. She was also immune to sycophants, hustlers, and people who tried to
         bribe her to get a mention. If she was going to spend the next few years of her life going round and round in a goldfish bowl,
         meeting the same people at the same functions year after year, she was determined to make it as pleasant for herself as possible,
         by mixing only with people she liked.
      

      
      Now she tackled her post, dividing it into three stacks: those that were definitely right for Society, those that were too
         downmarket and therefore no good, and those that were possible and would be good fill-ins if she had any space to spare. Then
         there was a pile of photographs that had arrived overnight, taken at parties during the past thirty-six hours. She liked to
         feature a wide cross-section of celebrities, from the débutante scene to the world of pop, from royalty to film stars and
         politicians. Jackie immediately saw several pictures that would be perfect for the next edition, and put them to one side.
         One was of Princess Michael of Kent, in a shimmering ballgown; then there was a shot of Sophia Loren, looking thirty years
         younger than her age, attending a film première; a picture of Michael Jackson in a mock uniform with lots of gilt chains;
         and a raunchy photograph of the Duke of Carnforth’s daughter, Lady Delia Bolton, with the skirt of her ballgown hitched up
         around her thighs.
      

      
      By the time Jackie had written a couple of dozen letters of either acceptance, refusal, or thank-you-for-last-night, it was
         noon. She’d got no further in planning how to do the royal feature, and had quite forgotten about the garden party until the
         fashion editor made some remark about straw hats going limp in the rain.
      

      
      ‘That’s not how I want it!’ Elfrieda shrieked, grabbing the hairbrush out of Adolfo’s hand. She hurled it across the virgin-white
         salon floor where it skidded to a halt by the wash-basins. ‘What sort of a hairdresser do you call yourself?’
      

      
      Adolfo’s face turned red, and he clenched his hands. ‘Lady Witley, you asked me to roll your hair into a chignon at the back.’
      

      
      ‘But not like that! Not with this bit here – or that bit there!’ Elfrieda tore at her blonde hair, beside herself with fury. Then she picked up some of the rollers that he’d left on the
         mirrored shelf in front of her and threw them across the salon too. ‘Don’t you realise I’m going to Buckingham Palace this
         afternoon?’ she yelled, so that everyone in the salon turned, astonished, to look at her. ‘Don’t you know who I am? How can I go to the palace with my hair looking like this? I even bring my hat for you to fix, on top, but this is such a dump I don’t suppose you even know how to do that!’
      

      
      A sudden rustle of curtains being drawn back from a screened-off section of the salon, a charge of expectancy filling the
         atmosphere, the instant lowering of voices among the other clients and a frisson of obvious excitement among the juniors, made Elfrieda pause uncertainly in the middle of her stream of abuse.
      

      
      At that moment Her Royal Highness the Duchess of Gloucester, petite and pretty cousin to the Queen, emerged with her hair
         beautifully arranged, curling around the brim of a pink straw garden party hat on which reposed a single pink silk rose.
      

      
      Without a word Adolfo seized another brush from his trolley and started brushing Elfrieda’s hair with short sharp strokes.

      
      ‘We’re going ahead with the party. The ground is not too bad as it’s been dry all week, and the Queen doesn’t want to disappoint
         so many people,’ the private secretary told Celia Atherton over the phone just before noon. ‘Could you get here early? We’ve
         drawn up a list of people for the Queen to meet, but you might like to add to it if you think there is anyone coming she might find interesting. Otherwise it’s all fairly
         straightforward.’
      

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll arrive at the palace at about two-thirty. Will that be all right?’

      
      ‘That will be perfect, Celia. I’ll see you later.’

      
      She hung up, glad that a decision had been reached. It was true – thousands of people would have felt very let down if the
         party had been cancelled.
      

      
      ‘Can I get you some lunch before you go, m’lady?’ Ada Pinner asked, hovering within earshot of the phone while she pretended
         to be doing some dusting.
      

      
      ‘Will you put some cheese and fruit on the kitchen table, Mrs Pinner, and a bottle of mineral water,’ Celia replied, amused.

      
      ‘Very well. And your outfit is all ready, hanging on the outside of your wardrobe.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      Celia had decided to wear a simple navy blue dress with matching jacket, and a navy blue straw hat with a white brim. This
         was part of her ‘working’ wardrobe, for in her role as Lady-in-Waiting she must never overshadow the Queen in any way – not
         that Celia was conceited enough to imagine she could. Privately she loved to wear soft bright pinks and mint greens, and sometimes
         daffodil yellow, but as these were among the colours the Queen was also fond of wearing, it was safer to stick to dark shades.
      

      
      As she was about to leave the house, two hours later, the phone rang. ‘Is that Lady Atherton?’ asked a man’s voice.

      
      ‘Yes. Can I help you?’

      
      ‘I just wanted to confirm my appointment with you at ten-thirty tomorrow morning. This is Roland Shaw speaking. Robertson
         and Short have arranged for you to interview me. Is that all right?’
      

      
      
      Celia liked the sound of him immediately. She warmed to his boyish enthusiasm and delightful manners, approved of his business-like
         attitude in confirming their meeting, and thought that such a person must be very reliable.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m looking forward to meeting you,’ she replied warmly. ‘I’m afraid the boys are still at Eton, of course, so you won’t
         have the chance to meet them, but I can tell you a bit about them.’
      

      
      ‘Splendid. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      
      Celia left the house a few minutes later. The storm clouds had drifted away, out over the North Channel, and a watery sun
         was shining fitfully down onto the newly washed pavements. It promised to be a beautiful day after all.
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