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      Buckingham Palace, March 1981

      The wind is keening round the corner of Buckingham Palace, sending vicious splatters of rain against the window as Diana peers down at The Mall. A few diehard tourists are huddled at the forecourt gates, taking photographs in spite of the weather.

      Can they see her? Diana wonders. And if they can, would they guess that the lonely figure at the second-floor window is Lady Di herself; future Princess, future Queen, the girl who finally got the wary Prince of Wales to propose?

      Sighing a little, Diana lets the net curtain drop and turns back to the sitting room. Books lie scattered on the sofa and the coffee table is littered with coffee mugs and empty cereal bowls. She takes them into the kitchen, washes them up and puts them neatly on the side. The housemaids would do it, but Diana doesn’t mind tidying up. She quite enjoyed being a char for her sister, Sarah, for a while.

      And at least it’s something to do.

      The public assumes she is living with the Queen Mother at Clarence House, but in fact she has been given an apartment on the nursery floor at Buckingham Palace. The idea was to give her some privacy, and, at first, Diana was thrilled. She doesn’t care that the rooms, originally intended for nannies and governesses, are smaller than the usual palace rooms. She has her own sitting room, bedroom and bathroom, and the use of the old nursery kitchen. And Charles’s apartments are just down the corridor. Well, on the same floor. Barely five minutes away.

      It was going to be perfect, a chance for them to get to know each other properly now that their engagement has been formally announced.

      At first, Buckingham Palace seemed a haven of peace and security after the frenzy of cameramen that waited outside the entrance to her flat at Coleherne Court. The machine gun rattle of their cameras made her flinch and the massive lenses focused so relentlessly on her left her feeling raw and vulnerable. She couldn’t wait to get away from them.

      And now…

      Diana sighs again and drops onto the sofa, moodily shoving away the books that she is supposed to be reading to understand the role of a royal consort.

      Getting engaged to the Prince of Wales was supposed to be more exciting than this, she thinks gloomily.

      And it was exciting at first, Diana acknowledges to herself. Standing on the steps in the palace gardens, Charles’s hand warm on her shoulder, the great sapphire heavy on her finger, she remembers feeling dizzy with triumph. She might not have an O Level to her name, but she, Diana Spencer, has succeeded in capturing the most eligible bachelor in the world!

      Of course, the interview after the formal announcement was a little disconcerting. The reporters asked such thick questions. Are you in love? Diana rolls her eyes, remembering. What were they supposed to say to that? They wouldn’t be getting married unless they loved each other, would they? True, Charles’s answer – ‘whatever in love means’ – was a little strange, but he does love her, Diana is sure of it. He’s just not an effusive person.

      And she loves him. Of course she does. He is amazing. When he proposed at Windsor, he suggested that she think about it while she was in Australia with her mother, but she accepted without hesitating. ‘I love you so much,’ she told him. ‘I love you so much.’

      And then Charles said, ‘Whatever love means.’

      Diana frowns, remembering. It’s funny that he said it twice, now she comes to think of it. What did he mean?

      What does love mean?

      Unease touches the nape of her neck, an icy finger, but she shakes the feeling off irritably as she gets to her feet. She’s just bored.

      The truth is that life in Buckingham Palace is not the idyll she expected. When the engagement was announced, the press excitement was at such a pitch that life at Coleherne Court became intolerable. Diana spent that night with the Queen Mother at Clarence House. She endured a rather dull evening with the wrinklies – Charles’s grandmother, her own grandmother, Lady Fermoy, and the Queen Mother’s private secretary – but they went to bed early and Diana was left to wander around Clarence House, idly running her fingers over the statuettes in the Horse Corridor before the Queen Mother’s page, a sweet man, invited her into his office for a drink. Diana remembers being so grateful for the company. He had a folding bike in the corner and she seized it to ride up and down the corridor laughing and singing, ‘I’m going to marry the Prince of Wales, I’m going to mar-ry the Prince of Wa-les!’

      It was such a relief to be safely engaged. No more waiting by the phone. No more wondering will-he-won’t-he? Diana has always known that it was her destiny to marry Charles, she just hadn’t been sure Charles had known it too.

      But now he does, Diana reminds herself. She is living the fairy tale. She has found her prince and she is determined to be the best of princesses and they will live happily ever after, just like they do in the romances she loves to read.

      She had hoped that living under the same roof would mean that she and Charles would be able to spend more time together and, well, get to know each other properly before the wedding, but Charles is hardly there. He has a full schedule of engagements.

      ‘I can’t just break them, Diana,’ he pointed out when she asked if they could do something together. ‘Most of them are arranged more than a year in advance and they’re planned down to the last minute.’

      ‘I never see you,’ Diana pouted.

      ‘Sue Hussey will look after you,’ Charles said, but she could tell that his attention was already wandering to the papers on his desk. ‘She’ll show you the ropes. And Oliver will look after you.’

      Oliver Everett is her aide, seconded from Charles’s office. He is nice, but he has obviously been told to instruct her in her new role and Diana resents the fact that he clearly thinks she is thick. So what if she doesn’t know who was married to Edward VII? She doesn’t want to spend her time ploughing through deadly history books about previous Princesses of Wales. Oliver has given her a whole pile of books that so far Diana has refused point-blank to read. Honestly, she didn’t leave school at sixteen to end up doing homework now!

      Not that there is much else to do. Diana wanders back into the kitchen and shakes cornflakes into a bowl before remembering her diet and cramming them back into the packet as best she can. Watching herself on television after that ghastly interview was a shock. That blue suit with its awful pussycat bow was a mistake – she wishes she hadn’t let her mother talk her into it – and it made her look so chubby, so pudgy, that Diana had to swallow hard and will herself not to cry in front of the Queen, who was watching with them. She is determined to lose weight before the wedding.

      So, no more cornflakes. Guiltily, she thinks of the bowl she had earlier. If only she wasn’t so hungry. And so bored.

      It’s ages until Crossroads is on.

      Wistfully, she remembers her flat and the giggly, gossipy evenings with the other girls, legs swinging over the side of armchair. The television on, tights drying over radiators, organising dinner parties, planning larks. She misses her days at the nursery, looking after little Patrick Robertson who was such a sweetie – even cleaning Sarah’s bathroom. There was no time to be bored then.

      She could ring up one of girls now, but, after her great triumph, how can she tell them she misses them, that the chaotic flat now feels like her safe haven and not the palace? Diana can’t imagine calling her sisters either. Jane is married to a courtier and completely at ease in this environment. Diana doesn’t want to admit to finding it all a bit intimidating, and as for calling Sarah… At one time her eldest sister had hoped to bring Charles up to scratch herself, and there was no way Diana is going to admit that her life is anything less than perfect now that she has succeeded where Sarah failed.

      Restless, Diana heads back to her sitting room, only to stand, irresolute. She needs to take some exercise, but the moment she tries to head out of the palace, her personal protection officer sticks to her like a burr. She can’t bear it. Only yesterday she tried to go shopping by herself. It meant slipping out without being seen and she felt ridiculously as if she was escaping. She made it as far as her car, parked in the quadrangle, but, before she could put the key in the ignition, he was sliding into the passenger seat, pulling on the seatbelt and demanding to know where she was going.

      ‘Out,’ Diana said.

      ‘Not without me, I’m afraid,’ he said, not even bothering to sound sorry.

      He’d let her walk around the grounds on her own, she concedes, but they are dreary enough at the best of times, let alone in today’s weather. Perhaps she should just walk round and round the palace, along those endless corridors? It would be so dull, though…

      Unless… Diana’s face brightens as she remembers the roller skates she brought with her from the flat. She can’t remember why she tossed them into the box of stuff that is still sitting in the bottom of the wardrobe, but they are there, she is sure.

      Suddenly energised, she scrabbles through the box until she tugs out the skates with a triumphant laugh.

      Why not? Those long, long corridors will be perfect for roller skating. It’ll be fun!

      Jumping up, she goes to the door of her apartment and looks out. As she thought, there is no one around. Buckingham Palace is always like this. It’s not a home, it’s an exclusive apartment block; a base for the Royal Family whenever they’re doing engagements, but it’s not somewhere they live. So who is there to care if she skates up and down the corridors?

      The courtiers will care, of course. Diana grins as she straps on the skates, imagining their appalled expressions if they caught her whizzing along those red carpets. Let them disapprove, she decides. It’s time Buckingham Palace is woken up a bit.
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      Diana sets off, long legs pushing smoothly from side to side, the skates soundless on the red carpet that stretches into the distance. In no time at all she is at a corner where she almost collides with a housemaid carrying a pile of bed linen.

      ‘Oops… sorry!’ Diana giggles and rolls on, leaving the housemaid to gape after her.

      She is roller skating in Buckingham Palace! Diana laughs out loud at the absurdity of it. The naughtiness of it is thrilling, the knowledge of how thoroughly everyone – even Charles, probably – would disapprove if they knew what she was doing. But she feels herself again. She has let herself become ‘Shy Di’, when she isn’t like that at all. She’s the fun one, the giggly one, the one who knows what she wants and is always up for a lark.

      Enchanted, she speeds past door after closed door, past priceless porcelain vases placed on spindly gilt tables, past marble statues and elaborate clocks. From the walls, Charles’s ancestors stare down with bulging eyes and lugubrious expressions, burdened by their wearisome royalty.

      She passes two footmen, who don’t quite manage to hide their grins in time as they leap off the carpet, and waves cheerily at them. An older member of staff steps aside for her, stiff with disapproval, so she waggles her fingers at him too, enjoying herself too much to stop. She goes faster and faster, swishing down the long corridors and skidding round corners, until the faces in the endless portraits blur and when she stops at last she is panting and grinning.

      She finds herself in front of a portrait of a young woman with a bright, mischievous face. Her dress is cut low to reveal a voluptuous bosom and her hair is dressed in a style Diana associates with the heroines on the front of Barbara Cartland’s Regency novels, pulled into a top knot with curls on either side. She must be one of the many royal mistresses, Diana thinks, but when she peers closer, balancing on her skates, the plaque reads: Princess Charlotte of Wales.

      So, not a mistress but a princess, just as Diana herself is going to be. Diana has never heard of her before, but then, History has never been her strong subject. Or Maths or English or Geography or indeed any of the other subjects that bored her so much at school, she admits to herself.

      Did Charlotte marry a Prince of Wales, as Diana is going to? Was she hidden away before the wedding the way Diana is? Was she bored and lonely, too?

      Charlotte doesn’t look bored. She looks as if she would have roller skated around the palace too if she had had the chance.

      Diana twirls on her skates and pushes away, feeling obscurely as if she has found a friend.
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      She means to go and look at Charlotte’s portrait again, but the corridors are all the same and she has forgotten where she stopped. It is not until she is walking to the Queen’s apartments with Charles – a rare moment when they are alone together – that she sees it again.

      ‘Oh!’ she exclaims in delight. She almost says: There you are!

      ‘Who was she?’ she asks Charles, who has walked on, not realising that she has stopped.

      He turns and comes back, looks at the picture. ‘That’s Princess Charlotte,’ he says.

      ‘I know, it says that,’ says Diana with a touch of impatience. ‘But who was she?’

      ‘The Queen who never was,’ he tells her. ‘It’s a sad story, really.’

      ‘Why is she called Princess Charlotte of Wales? Was she married to a Prince of Wales?’

      ‘No, no, she was a princess in her own right.’ Charles slips instinctively into lecturing mode. He likes it when she asks questions. ‘Her father was the Prince of Wales. He was the eldest son of George III and when his father fell ill, he was made Prince Regent. As in Regent Street, Regent’s Park and so on. Actually, he was the one who made this into a palace when he became George IV,’ he adds. ‘Before that it was Buckingham House.’

      Diana isn’t interested in the history of Buckingham Palace. ‘What do you mean, the Queen who never was?’

      ‘If she had lived, Charlotte would have been Queen. She was the Regent’s only child.

      He was married to Caroline of Brunswick, but the marriage was a disaster from the start. Charlotte must have been conceived on the wedding night, but that seems to have been the last time they…’ Charles stops, clearly remembering Diana’s much-vaunted virginity.

      ‘The last time they slept together?’ she suggests.

      ‘Yes.’ He clears his throat. ‘They couldn’t bear the sight of each other and there were no other children at all, let alone any sons, so Charlotte was heir to the throne.’

      ‘So why didn’t she become Queen?’

      ‘She died very young, and before her father and her grandfather.’

      Diana looks at the portrait, at the face brimming with life and humour. ‘Oh, poor Charlotte.’

      ‘Yes, it was felt to be a national tragedy. She was extraordinarily popular and the whole country went into mourning when she died. The people really loved her and everyone reacted as if they had lost a member of their family. Even the poorest wore black armbands.’ Charles shakes his head. ‘It’s hard to imagine people carrying on like that nowadays.’

      ‘How sad,’ Diana says.

      ‘Her death created a crisis of succession, too,’ Charles goes on. ‘The Prince Regent had brothers but none of them had legitimate children and they were all getting on a bit. There was a rather unseemly rush to get married! And the upshot was that Victoria was born and became Queen in Charlotte’s place.’

      He looks at his watch. ‘Come on, we don’t want to be late for the Queen.’

      Diana casts a last glance over her shoulder at the portrait as she follows him down the corridor. ‘So, if Charlotte hadn’t died, Victoria wouldn’t have been born and you wouldn’t be here either?’

      Charles looks startled. ‘No, I suppose I wouldn’t.’ He looks down at Diana’s thoughtful face. ‘If you’re interested in Charlotte, ask Oliver. He’ll know much more about her, I’m sure.’
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      ‘Princess Charlotte of Wales?’ Oliver frowns.

      ‘The Prince of Wales said that you would know more about her.’

      ‘I don’t, I’m afraid,’ he says slowly. ‘But I think I might know someone who does.’

      Two days later, he rings Diana up and asks if she would go down to the Prince of Wales’s office on the ground floor. ‘There’s someone here I think you might like to meet.’

      A dumpy woman is waiting with Oliver in a meeting room that is blissfully quiet after the constantly ringing phones and air of feverish activity in the offices where the royal wedding is being planned.

      ‘Amelia Bell is an historian,’ Oliver explains. ‘She’s been working in the royal archives at Windsor Castle.’

      ‘Oh?’ Puzzled, Diana returns Amelia’s firm handshake and smiles. What do the archives at Windsor have to do with her?

      ‘Amelia found a journal belonging to Princess Charlotte of Wales hidden away amongst a whole lot of other papers,’ Oliver goes on, and Diana straightens, suddenly alert.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, it was a lucky find,’ Amelia tells her. ‘It’s very rare to come across anything quite that intimate written by a member of the royal family in that period. I’ve spent the past year transcribing it. Not the easiest task as her spelling was appalling,’ she adds with a dry smile. ‘It’s not ready for publication yet, but if you’re interested in her, I could let you read my transcript.’ She nods at a dull-looking lever arch file on the table.

      ‘Oh… thank you!’ Diana pulls out a chair and sits down, pulling the file towards her. ‘I saw her portrait,’ she confides. ‘I thought she looked interesting… and fun.’

      ‘I believe she was,’ Amelia says as Oliver leaves them with a murmured excuse. ‘She was certainly reckless and prone to falling in love with the most unsuitable men.’

      ‘Really? We’re talking Regency, aren’t we? Jane Austen and all that? I didn’t think young ladies then had any freedom to behave badly.’

      ‘Most young ladies would have been brought up very strictly, yes, but Charlotte had an unusual upbringing, quite apart from being a princess. Her parents loathed each other and she lived separately from both of them with her own household.’

      ‘Poor thing. She must have been terribly lonely.’

      ‘She was very close to her servants, who were her real family,’ Amelia says. ‘And she had governesses and tutors, of course, but none of them were in a position to check her. She was heir to the throne, after all. As a result, she was never taught the social graces you would expect. She spoke too frankly and laughed too loudly and strode instead of walking. There was nothing demure about Charlotte!

      ‘And, of course, her parents hardly set her a good example either. Caroline – her mother – was a German princess, but she was coarse and vulgar and the Prince Regent couldn’t stand the sight of her. He said she was dirty and that she smelt like ripe cheese – but he was no oil painting either,’ Amelia adds wryly. ‘He became grotesquely fat and was crippled with gout much of the time. There was open warfare between him and Caroline, who was still the Princess of Wales, and poor Charlotte was stuck in the middle, a weapon used by both parents – though neither of them seemed to care for her at all.’

      Poor Charlotte, Diana thinks with sympathy. She knows what it is like to grow up with warring parents.

      ‘Princess Caroline’s way of life was scandalous, but she had a lot of sympathy in the country because the Prince Regent treated her so badly,’ says Amelia. ‘Still, she didn’t do well by her daughter. Charlotte was desperate for affection and attention and was easy prey to unscrupulous men like Captain Charles Hesse, who was an officer she often met at her mother’s house. Caroline actively encouraged Charlotte in her liaison with Hesse, passing on letters and arranging for them to meet. Once she even locked Charlotte into her bedroom with him and told them to amuse themselves together, which is not what you would expect a careful mother to do, especially when Hesse was said to be her lover too.’

      ‘Eeuww.’

      ‘The whole affair was very unsavoury,’ Amelia agrees, seeing Diana’s expression of disgust. ‘Really, it’s extraordinary that Charlotte turned out as well as she did. She might be too impulsive and unconventional for polite society, but she was warm and generous and gave away much of her small allowance to charity. She was certainly very popular with the people. They were tired of the mad old King, George III, and they disliked the Prince Regent for his extravagance and dissolute lifestyle, so Charlotte was their hope for the future and they showed it. She was cheered whenever she went out and her father was pathologically jealous of her popularity! When she died so unexpectedly, it was as if everyone had lost a much-loved member of their own family. There’s been nothing like the outpouring of grief then, before or since.’

      ‘I can’t believe nobody’s heard of her before,’ Diana says, frowning.

      ‘At the time people were sure that Charlotte would never be forgotten but…’ Amelia shrugs. ‘Time moves on,’ she says after a moment. ‘The people had a young queen in Victoria instead. Personally, I think it’s a shame,’ she adds with a faintly embarrassed smile. ‘It’s very unprofessional of me, but I think Charlotte would have been a good queen.’

      ‘Thank you for telling me about her.’ Diana rests her hand on the file. ‘May I keep this to read?’

      ‘Of course. It’s a copy, so please keep it as long as you like.’

      Diana clutches the file to her chest as she stands in front of Charlotte’s portrait, thinking about what Amelia has told her. The painted face with its alert expression and lips tilted on the verge of a smile gives no hint of what must have been a sad and lonely childhood and no premonition of a tragically early death.

      Feeling oddly excited at the prospect of getting to know Charlotte better, Diana carries the file back to her sitting room. Outside, it is raining again, but, for once, she isn’t bored and restless. Settling on the sofa instead, she opens the file and starts to read.
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      London, December 1813

      ‘The Princess! The Princess!’

      Small boys run alongside the carriage, ignoring the footman’s glare, shouting and huzzahing until I throw them some coins. They create a ripple of excitement that makes pedestrians stop and turn. Hats are snatched off heads and shaken in the air. Curtseys are bobbed. Everyone smiles and looks cheerful in spite of the press of people and the broken pavements and the general hubbub.

      It is gratifying, I have to admit.

      It is a soft December day, the kind that comes as an unexpected gift in the middle of winter. The sky is a pale blue and there is just a gentle breeze to waft away the smell of dung and soot that burns the back of the throat and is threaded always through London’s air. My dogs, Toby and Puff, put up their noses and sniff with pleasure.

      Toby, curled up beside me, is a female in spite of her name. An elegant Italian greyhound, she was a gift to my father, who does not care for dogs, and he passed her on to me. By the time she had four puppies, it was too late to change her name. Puff, my old pug, contrary and stiff as always, sits in solitary splendour opposite us, ignoring my attempts to coax him to join Mercer, Toby and me.

      I have been granted permission to take the air with my dearest friend, Mercer Elphinstone, and we are bound for Hyde Park, though it would be quicker by far for us to walk by the time William the coachman snarls his way up Cockspur Street and Haymarket before turning the carriage, not without difficulty given the crush of vehicles, into Piccadilly. But I may not walk through the streets of London and so we have to sit here while William does his best to manoeuvre the carriage past drays, wagons and carts, through a tangle of curricles and phaetons and barouches and prancing horses, avoiding crossing sweepers, dogs and darting urchins.

      ‘The people love you,’ Mercer comments with a smile. She is looking elegant as always in a pelisse and matching hat in the subtlest shade of green. I declare, I have never seen my dear Mercer look anything less than elegant. If I did not admire her so much, I would be scared of her.

      I stroke Toby’s silky ears. ‘It is lucky that they do, as no one else does,’ I say. I mean to sound careless, light, but even I can hear the sadness in my voice.

      It has been nearly six months since my nurse died and I still miss her so! She loved me. Eliza Gagarin fell passionately in love with a Russian count and married him before discovering that he already had a wife, but she put up her chin and refused to be ashamed. I was sorry for her pain, but glad for myself; for Geggy was more of a mother to me than my own has been. Losing her is the greatest grief I have ever known. One day she was fussing around, clicking her tongue at a stain on my dress, the next she had taken to her bed and the strength drained remorselessly out of her.

      I carried her over to the window so that she could look out over the gardens to St James’s Park and we sat together watching the blackbirds singing. I held her thin hand, trying to warm her flesh with the heat of my will. I tried to joke her into wanting to live, reminding her of all the times I had been naughty and she had been betrayed into a laugh.

      I wanted to remind her of her Russian count, but I was afraid to make her think of the great wrong he had done her. She loved him so passionately, though. I envied her that. Love, the idea of a love so strong it overbears all reason, all sense… I yearn for it.

      I hoped to find it with Captain Hesse, but it seems I was wrong about that.

      It is strange, I know that Geggy is dead, but I look for her still. Mrs Louis is my dresser now, and I like her very well, but every morning when she comes in, I look up expecting to see Geggy instead. It is as if there is a Geggy-shaped hole moving around the house, a space where she should be but isn’t.

      ‘It is lucky I have you, Toby,’ I say, kissing her nose. ‘Puff only cares who feeds him.’

      ‘Come now,’ Mercer begins, ‘your family—’

      ‘What does my family know of love?’ I retort. ‘My father despises me. My mother thinks only of herself and her enmity with the Prince.’ I brood on my family. My royal aunts are tedium personified, and as for my uncles… one has been accused of murder, another has ten children by his mistress and all are as fat as figgy puddings and dissolute to boot.

      Oh, we are a fine family indeed!

      ‘My dearest grandpapa, yes, he loved me, but he is cruelly shut away, and as for the Queen… Well, my grandmother is hardly what you would call a loving figure, is she? Oh, Mercer, if you knew how tedious it is at Windsor! In the morning I must do my lessons like a child, and in the afternoon I may ride in the Great Park and in the evening I play cards with my aunts and then we go to bed early and the next day we do it all over again.’

      Mercer laughs at my expression. ‘Well, you are in London now,’ she reminds me.

      ‘Much good it does me! I might as well be a prisoner,’ I grumble. ‘My father is determined to keep me from society. I am not to go to the theatre or to balls. If I go to the opera I must sit at the back of the box where no one can see me and leave before the end. I may as well be in the nursery still for all the entertainment I am allowed! Any other young lady of seventeen is allowed to escape the school room, but not I. No, I must still sit at my desk for hours every day, hemmed about with tutors and governesses with a walk around the gardens if it is not raining, which it usually is, and if I’m very lucky an airing in the carriage in the afternoon!’

      Worse, I have to listen to the Bishop of Salisbury – the bishup as he pronounces it – prosing unctuously on and on and on about my education, for which he is responsible. I call him the Great Up, although never to his face. I mimicked him to Captain Hesse once, and Charles laughed. ‘Pompous old fool,’ he said.

      Oh dear, I wish I had not remembered Charles.

      ‘Besides,’ I go on, I am only in London because the Prince wishes to force me into a marriage with the Hereditary Prince of Holland!’

      ‘It is a match that makes sense,’ Mercer says gently. ‘Now that Bonaparte is in retreat, Britain needs allies against any future threat from France. Lord Castlereagh is planning to create a kingdom of the Netherlands from the old United Provinces and the Austrian Netherlands.’ Mercer is always well informed. ‘A marriage between you and the Hereditary Prince would cement the alliance and provide Britain with a vital foothold on the Continent. It was the French invasion of the Low Countries that brought Britain into this wretched war,’ she reminds me. ‘We cannot afford to be in that position again.’

      ‘I know that,’ I say irritably. I may not be as clever as Mercer or as au fait with diplomatic manoeuvring, but I am not a fool. I am well aware of how desperately the country has suffered through these long, dreadful years of war.

      But… oh, how can I explain to her? ‘I know the government wishes the marriage, as my father does but, Mercer, I have not even met him yet! It is barbaric the way they seem determined to force me into marriage with the Prince.’

      ‘My dear Charlotte, I am sure you cannot be forced against your will. But you must be aware that you cannot marry to please yourself only. Very few of us can do that.’

      ‘Consider what misery resulted from my parents’ marriage, Mercer!’ I say. ‘They met but hours before they were wed. Am I to suffer the same fate? I am utterly in my father’s power, and when I marry, I will be in my husband’s. Who I wed will be the most important decision of my life, and I am determined that it is one I shall make for myself.’

      Mercer draws in a breath as if marshalling her arguments. ‘Do you object to the Hereditary Prince himself?’

      ‘I know nothing of him,’ I say, ‘although I had the pleasure – if you can call it that – of seeing his father dining in his shirtsleeves.’

      Mercer looks disapproving, as well she might. ‘Where was that?’

      ‘At Sandhurst College, at a celebration for my father’s birthday. I was surprised to be invited, but it was such a hot day, I wished I had not gone.’ I remember the stickiness of my stays, my vain attempts to cool myself with my fan.

      ‘The men were all shockingly cut. My father drank so much he couldn’t speak. My Uncle York tipped back in his chair and fell right over the back. He cut his head on a wine cooler, and had to be bled and sent back to London. The Prince of Orange took off his jacket and his waistcoat and sat brazenly in his shirt.’ I shook my head. ‘It was not an edifying sight.’

      ‘You would not be marrying the father,’ Mercer points out. ‘I have heard good things about his son.’

      ‘Mercer, not you too!’ I say in dismay.

      She holds up her hands. ‘I suggest only that you agree to meet him and decide for yourself.’

      ‘I already have.’ I sit glumly back against the seat. My grandmother would scold me for lolling, but I don’t care. ‘The Queen came up to Carlton House with some of the aunts last week. When I went in, the Hereditary Prince’s portrait was propped up on a chair. They didn’t even try to be subtle.’

      Mercer puts a gloved hand to her mouth to cover her smile at my outrage.

      ‘Of course, my father was there, looming over me and pointing at the portrait. I was invited to give an opinion on him,’ I remember with a sigh.

      William is muttering with relief as the traffic clears somewhat in Piccadilly and he can urge the horses into a trot towards Hyde Park. The iron wheels rattle over the paved road as we bowl along, leaving the shouting urchins behind.

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘What could I say? How could I possibly tell what I thought of him from a portrait? In the end I agreed that he was “not ugly” and you would have thought I had expressed the most violent love for him! My father was beaming. Even the Queen managed a smile. Now I have promised to attend a dinner next week where the Hereditary Prince will be present.’

      ‘Well, then,’ says Mercer, satisfied. ‘You can have no reservations in agreeing only to meet him.’

      I shake my head. ‘With my father and the entire government standing behind me and prodding me into his arms? I will be engaged before the first course is removed, and then where will I be?’ I demand fretfully.

      ‘My dear Charlotte, I feel sure you are exaggerating. Meet Prince Willem. Decide for yourself if you like him. If you don’t, you cannot be forced into a marriage you dislike. But if you do, then there can be no obstacle to your happiness.’

      ‘It is not as easy as that,’ I sigh.

      Mercer turns her probing gaze on me. ‘What is it that makes you anxious?’

      I stroke my muff, not looking at her. ‘I may have been… indiscreet,’ I say at last.

      ‘Indiscreet?’ Mercer looks shocked. ‘My dear Princess, how?’

      I tell her how I fancied myself in love with Captain Charles Hesse. I was only fifteen. Lady de Clifford allowed him to ride beside my carriage sometimes and I met him at my mother’s house. I was foolish, but how was I to know that it was so wrong when my mother encouraged the liaison? It is only since Charles was sent to re-join his regiment in Spain that I have realised how unwise I was to write to him quite so passionately.

      Uncomfortably, I tell Mercer about the letters. ‘I did ask him to burn them, but I am not certain that he has,’ I confess, peeping a glance at my friend. ‘And then, when I heard he had been injured at the battle of Vitoria, I sent my portrait and a watch to the Marquess of Wellington and asked him to pass them to Captain Hesse and to make sure that he had the best of care…’

      I trail off at her expression.

      ‘Charlotte, what possessed you to do such a thing?’ she says, appalled, and shame prickles up my cheeks.

      ‘It was foolish, I know, but I loved him and my mother welcomed him.’ I hang my head. ‘He was often with her, but I fear now that she encouraged the affair for the sake of getting me in her power and using me against the Prince.’

      It pains me to say it. My mother is a difficult, troublesome woman and if a fraction of the allegations made about her are correct, she has behaved appallingly. But she is still my mother.

      ‘The Princess of Wales has done you a grave disservice,’ Mercer says seriously. ‘You were young and you were badly advised, Princess, and the letters were bad enough, but why did you then send him gifts? You must have known how improper that was and how damaging it would be if it got out.’

      ‘I did know, but I was angry.’ I try to explain. ‘You weren’t at Sandhurst that day, Mercer. If you had seen them, my father and my uncles and those generals, you would understand. If you had seen their red, sweating faces, heard their bellowing laughter. The shouting and the slurred words. They drank themselves insensible while the soldiers who won that battle were quite forgotten! So many men have died! Others, like Charles, will have to live with terrible injuries. I thought then that he had lost an arm, and although it seems now that it is not as bad as that, at the time I felt… ashamed. So I sent him my portrait and the watch as my way of apologising.’

      ‘Oh, Charlotte…’ Mercer sighs. ‘Always so impulsive!’

      I twist my fingers together inside my muff. ‘What can I do? If the Dutch marriage does go ahead but my indiscretion gets out, the alliance will be ruined and so will I! I do not wish to marry Prince Willem, and I do not wish to be ruined either. I can have no peace until my letters and gifts are returned or destroyed.’

      ‘Do not despair,’ Mercer says. She thinks for a while, her eyes on the bare trees. Hyde Park is a haven away from the clatter and clanging of the streets, but I can take no pleasure in it today with my mind so full of my problem. ‘Captain Hesse is still in Spain? May I confide in my father?’ she goes on when I have nodded.

      Admiral Keith is a distinguished naval officer. I nod again, reassured. ‘What will he do?’

      ‘He will write on your behalf and ask for the letters to be destroyed and the gifts to be returned. If Captain Hesse is a gentleman,’ Mercer says, ‘he will do as he is asked and you may be easy.’

      I hope she is right.
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      Buckingham Palace, March 1981

      Diana closes the journal slowly. Poor Charlotte, so desperate for love and affection! It doesn’t sound as if being a princess was much fun for her.

      Diana’s understanding of romance and Regency life comes exclusively from Barbara Cartland’s novels which she loves, while not being able to stand the author, her stepmother’s mother, ghastly, vulgar woman that she is. If she had been asked to imagine the life of a Regency princess, she would have pictured luxury and splendour, a constant round of balls, of gaiety and doting servants and exquisite manners.

      But Charlotte seems to have led a dreary existence, torn between her warring parents and cared for by neither of them, treated as little more than a nuisance.

      Diana knows how that feels. She had such hopes when she moved into Buckingham Palace, but now that she’s here, nobody seems to know what to do with her. Charles is busy with his own engagements, and the Queen so rarely has any time to herself that Diana is reluctant to intrude when she does. The other members of the royal family have their own apartments and are rarely encountered.

      Diana has the wedding to plan, of course, but most of that is being done for her. She loves the design the Emanuels have come up with for her wedding dress. It is a fairy-tale fantasy of a dress, and exactly what Diana has dreamed of, although she was horrified when the first measurements were taken. Her waist measures twenty-nine inches! Coming on top of the mortification of those awful engagement pictures, it was enough to make Diana determined to diet.

      She’s doing her best, but with nothing to do but drift around all day it’s hard to take her mind off the hollowness in her stomach. For a building with so many people in it, Buckingham Palace feels eerily empty. Diana imagines the staff in the offices below like a colony of efficient ants, everyone knowing exactly where they’re going and what they’re doing, while she is up here in her apartment, trying to ignore how hungry she is.

      She has even abandoned her roller skates. Some faceless official down in the bowels of the palace has clearly reported her excursions along the corridors because the last time she saw Charles he chided her gently about it. It was ‘rather childish’, he said. ‘Not really appropriate.’

      Chastened, Diana put the skates away and ate three bowls of jelly and custard to make herself feel better.

      And then felt so bad about that that she made herself throw up. Diana shifts on the sofa, remembering the strange sense of rightness she had felt. Not with her head down the loo, not then, but afterwards, when all disgusting traces of custard and jelly had been flushed away, she sat on the floor and rested her head against the bath and felt… purged.

      Peaceful.

      The ring of the phone on the table beside the sofa jangles the silence and makes her jump. She’s not used to it ringing. Since she moved into the palace, hardly anyone has been in touch. Perhaps they all think she is too grand now, while she is hesitant about letting any of her friends know that she isn’t nearly as happy as she should be.

      It’s Charles. ‘Can you come along to my study, Diana?’

      ‘All right,’ she says. ‘When?’

      ‘Now.’ He sounds faintly surprised, as if that should have been obvious.

      Diana is tempted to say that she is busy, but she so rarely gets the chance to be alone with her fiancé now.

      ‘I’ll be along in a tick,’ she promises.

      She rushes into the bathroom to pinch some colour into her cheeks and fluff up her hair, suddenly excited at the thought of seeing him. Everyone thinks she just wants to be Princess of Wales, but it’s not true. She loves Charles. He isn’t like the young men she has known. He’s a serious person.

      She just doesn’t know how to reach him.

      Next to Charles, Diana always feels a little stupid, a little silly. He loves her, she is sure of it, but sometimes she’s afraid that he thinks of her as an adorable little kitten, sweet and pretty and amusing, but to be put aside when serious matters are to be discussed.

      Diana is desperate to make him see her as more than that. She wants to be a princess he can be proud of: slim and elegant and sophisticated.

      In the mirror, her reflection looks dubiously back at her. It’s cold in the palace and she’s wearing cords and a patterned jumper over a blouse with a frilled collar. It’s a look Diana likes but is it a bit… young? A bit scruffy?

      A bit childish?

      Oh, it’s too late to change now. She makes a face at herself in the mirror. Charles hates to be kept waiting.

      His apartments are on the same floor as Diana’s, but they could hardly be further away. She had hoped they would be closer and imagined cosy evenings curled up on the sofa together, her apartment there really just for propriety’s sake. But it hasn’t worked out like that.

      Diana hurries down the long corridors, past closed door after closed door, each like a hand held up: Keep Out. It would make sense at the palace gates but here, inside, surely there’s no need for this lack of welcome?

      But then, as she is learning, Buckingham Palace is not a home. It is an office, a workplace, somewhere to spend the night between engagements.

      She is out of breath by the time she reaches Charles’s apartment and an impassive footman opens the door for her.

      ‘Hellooo!’ she calls cheerfully as she goes in.

      ‘Ah, there you are.’ Charles appears in the doorway. ‘Come in, Diana. We were just discussing you.’

      ‘We?’ Diana falters, on her way over for a kiss.

      ‘Edward and Oliver are here,’ Charles says, bestowing a perfunctory kiss on her cheek.

      ‘Oh.’ Edward is his private secretary, Oliver is ostensibly hers.

      Both men stand when she comes in. Diana nods shyly in response to their greetings. They are both kind to her and it’s not their fault that whenever she’s in with them she feels like a child summoned to talk to the grown-ups.

      ‘We think it’s time we introduced you to the public,’ Charles says, waving at them all to sit.

      ‘Introduce me?’ Diana forgets her inhibitions as her head jerks up in surprise. Surely the last thing she needs is to be introduced to the public! ‘Don’t the public already know everything there is to know about me?’

      Every time she goes out, she is greeted with almost hysterical excitement. It is the strangest feeling to be the object of so much interest. Diana can never decide if she finds it flattering or intimidating. Either way, it is overwhelming. All those avid eyes on her, watching, assessing, judging. What is she wearing? How is she moving? What is she doing? Is she smiling too much or not enough?

      Wherever she goes, she is met by cheering crowds. Like Charlotte was, in fact. Everyone seems delighted for and about her, but there’s a bit of Diana that worries that they turn away after she has passed and suck their teeth and tell each other that she’s looking chubby.

      ‘We’re talking about a formal engagement,’ Charles says. ‘This will be your first official appearance as the future Princess of Wales. We want to show you off to the best advantage.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ she asks.

      ‘A formal occasion. More controlled than the usual hysteria.’

      He sounds faintly dismissive, as if the excitement that has surrounded her so far isn’t real. Can’t he see that she is having an impact already? Diana ducks her head, miffed. The popularity of the monarchy has soared since their engagement was announced. Nobody ever thinks of that.

      ‘There’s a gala evening at Goldsmiths’ Hall on the ninth,’ Edward says, consulting the diary on his lap. ‘Raising funds for the Royal Opera House,’ he adds in answer to Charles’s enquiring look.

      ‘That sounds very suitable.’

      They all nod, ignoring Diana. They are talking over her head as if she’s a child.

      ‘And Princess Grace of Monaco will be there,’ Oliver says. ‘She’s giving a poetry reading.’

      ‘Really?’ Diana perks up at that. ‘Oh, I’d love to meet her!’

      She has always admired Princess Grace. She wants to be like her, serene and sophisticated. Grace always looks so composed, so elegant and in control, while Diana is floundering.

      When she was Charles’s girlfriend and hoping to bring him to the point of proposing, she was clear and focused about what she wanted, but since moving into Buckingham Palace all that certainty has evaporated.

      ‘I’m quite sure the Princess will be looking forward to meeting you too,’ Oliver says kindly.

      ‘If she’s not, she’ll be the only person in the world who isn’t.’ Charles sends Diana a wryly affectionate look that warms her at last and she smiles back gratefully. ‘Nobody is interested in me anymore!’

      ‘Are we agreed then?’ Diplomatically, Edward glosses over this uncomfortable truth. ‘The gala on the ninth? I’ll set it up,’ he says when Charles and Diana nod. ‘Black tie, of course.’

      Does he think she doesn’t know how to dress for a gala? Diana bristles. ‘I wasn’t thinking of going in my dungarees!’

      ‘Ask Sue Hussey to advise you on a dress,’ Charles says. His attention is already wandering back to the papers on his desk. ‘She’ll know the kind of thing.’

      Diana has no intention of asking Lady Hussey for advice. First thing in the morning, she rings the Emanuels. ‘I need a dress,’ she says.
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      Warwick House, Sunday 12 December 1813

      ‘She’d never even met him before she married him?’ My chambermaid, Anna, makes no secret of listening as I tell my dresser about my conversation with my grandmother the previous day. Ignoring Mrs Louis’s frown, she replaces candles in the candelabra and turns, wiping her hands on her apron.

      ‘She survived three storms at sea before landing in England,’ I say, trying to keep my head still while Mrs Louis fastens my hair into a topknot and teases out little curls. ‘She met the King at St James’s Palace, and six hours later they were married.’

      I’d asked my grandmother if she had been happy.

      ‘Happy? Pah!’ she had said. ‘Marriage for us is not about happiness, Charlotte. It is about duty. And your duty is to wed as your papa and the government advise.’

      But why can I not have happiness too?

      Anna makes a face. ‘I’m glad I’m not royal! I’d want to see what a fellow looked like before I had a brush with him.’

      ‘Anna!’ Mrs Louis is scandalised. ‘You forget yourself!’

      Anna’s uncle was head coachman in the Carlton House Mews, and as children we played together in the stables and gardens whenever I could escape from my lessons. When I was given my own household at Warwick House, Anna came too, as my chambermaid. Now she keeps me company whenever I am allowed to walk around the gardens, although we both remember the times when we
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