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  Oukameden, the Atlas Mountains


  Twenty years ago


  The paparazzos cold fingers were slow to move on his Nikon. He had been waiting for nearly an hour in the freezing cold, pacing up and down, ducking behind the primitive
  hut that was the only possible place of concealment every time the cables of the chair lift started to whir, indicating that a skier was on their way up to the top of Jebel Attar. Twice he had been
  on standby, expecting to see Her step off the rickety, slow-moving lift with Her usual grace, and twice he had been disappointed. Both sets of arrivals had been locals, lean Moroccan-looking men
  who were clearly familiar with the pistes; they had wasted no time heading for the approach to Grande Combe, the bumpy descent known as a mogul field, for experienced skiers only.


  Still, he would keep waiting. If there had been a Paparazzos Paparazzo award, a sculpture of a camera lens, whisky bottle and brimming ashtray, Nigel Slyme would have been consistently in
  the top three finalists. It was his life. He didnt mind heat, cold, wading through waist-high water carrying his precious camera above his head, or spending fortunes on the latest telephoto
  lenses, as long as he snatched that precious shot of a British princess getting her toes sucked by her American lover as she reclined on a sun lounger, or an internationally famous pop star nipping
  out onto the private balcony of her five-star hotel suite for a furtive joint, topless and looking as rough as a badgers brush after a hard night partying. The chase was everything. Once
  hed captured the shot, sent it off to his agency, he felt nothing but a depressing comedown. He suspected his colleagues of sharing exactly the same sensations once they had filed; why else
  did they all smoke like chimneys and drink like fish?


  The wife who had left Nigel years ago had been a shopping addict, silly mare. Went out and spent a fortune on things she didnt need, then let the bags pile up around the flat, never even
  bothering to take out the contents and put them away. Once shed gone on the hunt down Oxford Street and dropped the dosh, she couldnt have cared less about her purchases. Looking
  back, though, Nigel understood his ex in a way he hadnt when hed been kicking those bags across the lounge and yelling at her about racking up the credit card bills. It was all in the
  anticipation. That was what made your blood run hotter, your heart beat faster, as you heard the cables singing overhead and wondered if this time, it would be Her arriving for Her early-morning
  ski.


  Nigels ex-wife had said sourly, many times, that Nigel thought more about Her than he ever had about the then-Mrs Slyme, and she had been absolutely right: Nigel couldnt deny it.
  His nerve-endings were tingling as he pulled off his gloves and blew on his hands to warm them up, slapping them together. He had to have bare fingers to operate the delicate focusing ring of the
  Nikon; minor frostbite would be nothing if he managed to get these photos.


  He saw the long legs first, a second or two before the rest of Her body came into view, and his heart soared. It was the closest Nigel Slyme had ever been to falling in love. And if you had
  asked him if love, to him, meant hiding out to capture photographs of his obsession when She thought She was alone, take Her private moments and plaster them all over the tabloids, Nigel would
  honestly have been baffled at the question. She courted the press, didnt She? Worked it like She was born to it. Posed like a pro. And he always made Her look gorgeous. Mind you, that
  wasnt hard, was it, with that face and figure?


  Besides, how would he have known that She was making a habit of sneaking up here to Jebel Attar to go skiing by herself at the crack of dawn, if he hadnt been tipped off by someone in Her
  entourage? Oh, She was in it with him, every step of the way.


  Nigel drew in his breath as he saw Her jump down lightly from the chair lift, the tight blue ski suit flattering Her lean body. On the crown of Her head were silver goggles, propped on top of
  the white cashmere pull-on hat which framed Her lightly tanned face. Her skin glowed, Her cheeks were flushed from the cold morning air thousands of feet above sea level, Her lips shiny with
  protective balm.


  Nigel had been expecting Her to look exhilarated at the impending exercise, and the rare treat, for Her, of solitude in a public place. But Her expression, as She looked around the mountaintop,
  glancing at the faded old signs which barely did the job of indicating the pistes, was . . . thoughtful, he decided. Like She was making a big decision. And sad.


  Like She knew what was coming, he would say afterwards to the myriad journalists who all wanted to talk to him, the last person to see Her on that fateful morning. It sounds mental,
  but thats what it was like. She was beautiful and sad and sort of resigned. Like She really did know what was coming.


  Of course, it wasnt just Nigels words that conveyed how Princess Belinda had seemed at daybreak in the Atlas Mountains. Once Belinda had surveyed the small, snowy plateau, she
  didnt glance again at the ramshackle hut. Nigel was able to inch up, place the lens of the Nikon on its roof, and start to shoot. The light, gusting wind covered any noise of the camera
  shutter as it clicked away, capturing every fleeting expression that passed across one of the best-known faces in the world. The long straight nose, the straight dark brows over the big hazel eyes,
  the Cupids bow lips which made her smile so entrancing; from the moment it had been clear that Prince Oliver, heir to the British throne, was seriously considering the young Lady Belinda
  Lindsey-Crofter as a potential bride, her Disney-princess smile had been flashed around the globe, creating such excitement that the world had held its breath waiting for the Prince to finally
  propose.


  Her silky straight dark hair fanned out over her shoulders below the white pull-on hat, those strong athletes shoulders which, combined with her height and her lean hips, made her a
  perfect clotheshorse. Her small breasts rose and fell as she drew in a deep breath, staring over the stunning, snow-covered landscape below, the Piste des Mouflons, scattered with boulders and
  stone outcroppings that looked terrifying to Nigel. He found himself devoutly praying that Belinda wouldnt choose that route, and sighed in relief as she turned towards where the earlier
  skiers had headed that morning, the Grande Combe.


  It all happened so fast. She pulled down her goggles and pushed off, the swift, skilled strokes of her poles signifying her expertise at the sport; commentators had said that Belinda was gifted
  enough to have been picked for the British ski team, that Prince Olivers gain was a loss for the sport at an international level. She schussed off on a straight run down the start of the
  hill, flying along, her hair whipped by the wind, her posture perfect, barely using the poles at all. Nigel dashed out to the edge of the plateau, no longer needing to be concerned that she might
  become aware of his presence, switching for the telephoto shots to the Canon which also hung round his neck, capturing her as she sped down the piste, imagining with glee how much the agency would
  eat up this photo sequence of Belinda all alone in the expanse of white.


  The ink was barely dry on her divorce from Prince Oliver. She was still Princess Belinda, but no longer Her Royal Highness, a small but crucial distinction. She shared custody of her son and
  daughter with Prince Oliver, and the children were with him at Sandringham now for the winter holidays as Belinda took her first getaway as a single woman, away from it all in one of the most
  obscure ski resorts in the world, high in the Atlas Mountains above Morocco. Only Nigel Slyme had tracked her down here, and the elation pumping through his veins was near-orgasmic as he
  frantically found an angle to snap the Princess as she shot away, heading for a stand of tall Spanish fir trees, covered in snow, disappearing from view for twenty seconds; he used the time to
  readjust the focus, preparing for her to emerge on the other side.


  And there she came, flashing out from behind the last tree, her blue figure angled forward, poles tucked in, as she headed along the base of an overhanging ridge. It was the most stunning image:
  the slim blue shape bright against the white snow, dark firs behind her, the ridge rearing above her, piles of snow-covered boulders stacked dramatically along its slope.


  It really did happen so fast.


  From one second to the next, the world changed. Nigel didnt know if hed felt the shudder of the impact first, heard the dull roar, or saw the first boulders beginning to topple as
  the cliff exploded before his eyes. Only the instincts drilled into him by decades of his work kept his finger on the shutter; you kept shooting, no matter what happened, until someone hit you or
  put a gun to your head. So he captured everything, that split-second where the blue figure was still visible, still in its skiers crouch, either unaware of the avalanche or trying
  desperately to outrun it; and then the moment where it disappeared forever, buried under the mass of boulders pouring down to cover the piste entirely, the entire ridge, shockingly, horrifyingly,
  disappearing in a single blast, as if blown up in a puff of smoke.


  And there was smoke, in a way. A cloud of snow, obscuring the blue sky, hanging there for a long, suspended moment before drifting down to land on what had been a cliff and was now a
  flattened heap of rocks and stones, like a gigantic cairn that marked the final resting place of one of the most famous, beautiful, unhappy women in the world. The woman who had once been Her Royal
  Highness, Princess Belinda, before turning her back on the prospect of ever being Queen.


  Nigel Slyme kept clicking on the shutter release, again and again and again, until finally it would no longer move; he had run out of film. Lowering the Canon, he stared blankly at the scene in
  front of him, the chaos left by the avalanche. The occasional stone was still falling, rolling slowly down the mountainside until it ran out of momentum and settled. The snow, too, had settled now,
  masking the ugly debris, softening its lines.


  He would never see Her again.


  Nigels face was icy cold and stingingly painful. It was only when he raised one frozen hand to his cheek that he realized that his skin was wet with icy tears.


  



  London


  Present day


  Chloe Rose was sitting on one of the curved suede banquettes at Pirates Cove, Mayfairs latest go-to club for the young, rich and titled party set. She was
  smiling. Nowadays, whenever she was out in public  even in the dimly lit basement of Pirates Cove  Chloe always smiled. It wasnt a big, fake, beauty-queen smile; she was
  careful never, ever to flash one of those, because in the beginning she had, a couple of times, and the photographs had not only looked horribly fake, but had revealed that her teeth werent
  completely even.


  Shed thought she had an idea of the level of scrutiny she would be subjected to, when the news emerged that she was dating Prince Hugo. She knew that she was fairly slim, had regular
  features, dressed smartly, and, best of all, was highly photogenic, which wasnt at all the same thing as being pretty. Not being arrogant, Chloe was perfectly well aware that she was
  nice-looking, but not a beauty: nothing to rival Hugos dead mother, the famously stunning Princess Belinda. But she had told herself that she was fine with that, and she meant it.


  What she hadnt anticipated was being torn to pieces by the media for every tiny little flaw in her appearance, every single choice of clothing, every accidental smudge of mascara, every
  stray wisp of hair. As if shed been a model or an actress, someone who set herself up as a beauty icon, not just a young woman who worked for a charity and whose job merely required her to
  look groomed and professional.


  Chloe could have listed then and there every single thing that she had been told was wrong with her physically. And while she did so, she would have kept smiling, a small, seemingly contented
  smile that she had perfected through extensive practice in front of the mirror. Not smug, not a smirk, just a happy little smile. She caught sight of herself now in the mirrored wall facing the
  banquette, and nodded, confirming that it was perfect. As was her hair, as was her makeup. Her judgement was perfect too; shed allowed herself one cocktail all evening, sipping from it
  slowly, letting the ice dilute the rum even more as time passed. Prince Hugos girlfriend could not ever be seen to lose control in a public setting.


  What was sauce for the goose, however, wasnt sauce for the gander. She glanced over to Hugo, who was enthusiastically rocking back and forward on the small dance floor to a reggae remix,
  the kind of music very much favoured by rich white drunk posh boys, as it didnt require any actual dancing abilities. You just stood there and rocked happily, pretending you were much cooler
  and blacker than you actually were, occasionally saying Yah, mon! in what you thought was a Rasta accent as you waved your beer bottle around in time to the beat. Hugo wasnt a
  big drinker, but he certainly liked to take the edge off, something Chloe only allowed herself at strictly private parties.


  As she watched, a rake-thin girl, with the cascading blonde hair that the British aristocracy seemed to have specifically interbred to grow thicker and lusher and blonder than that of commoners,
  gyrated up to Hugo, turned round, and shoved her almost non-existent bottom into his crotch, giggling hysterically. She circled it around, managing to toss her hair repeatedly at the same time, her
  hands straight out in front of her in a parody of a video vixen that the men on the dance floor greeted with whoops of encouragement.


  The women, on the other hand, glanced immediately over to Chloe, who was sitting by herself on the banquette; the rest of her party was dancing or out the back smoking. Chloe could almost hear
  what people were thinking: Lonely Chlo, the nickname the meaner tabloids had given her. Lonely Chlo, who had to wait for long periods of time in London for her boyfriend
  to come back on shore leave from his Navy post, but had to avoid looking miserable, upset or, God forbid, scruffy, whenever she left the house. Lonely Chlo, because she didnt
  fit in with the posh Pirate Cove crew, with their titles and their trust funds and their infantile nicknames  Squishy, Pug, Eggy,
  Boo-Boo, which they all maintained to demonstrate to outsiders that they would never truly be insiders, no matter how hard they tried.


  Lonely Chlo, a nickname which Chloe was sure had been given to her by her nemesis, Princess Sophie, Hugos absolutely horrible sister . . .


  Whoo! Sexy! Go Minty! cried a cut-glass, utterly triumphant voice, and Chloe looked round to see Sophie herself, theatrically throwing back her own stunning blonde mane, applauding
  her friend, who was now wrapped around Hugo, apparently attempting to execute a series of pole-dance moves using Hugo as the pole.


  Chlo! Babes, come and dance!


  A hand grabbed hers, pulling her to her feet. She looked up at Prince Toby, Hugos cousin, the biggest slut in London, and the nicest. Chloe knew perfectly well that Toby had come to
  rescue her from an embarrassing moment, and gratitude flooded through her. The rest of their group were Hugos friends, not hers. It was sink or swim for Chloe, as far as they were concerned,
  and if she were drowning they would never have raised a finger to help her out.


  Thanks, Tobes, she said, her smile widening into one that was entirely genuine. Top mate.


  Dont give it a thought, Toby said, winking. Always happy to rescue a damsel in distress.


  He wheeled her across the dance floor, to the far side, blocking her view of Minty, who was winding her slender limbs around Hugo like a boa constrictor.


  She doesnt stand a chance with old Huge, you know, Toby said with his usual endearing frankness. No way could Minters ever be a princess. Shes shagged half of
  Eton and half of Sandhurst  and not one at a time, either. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but the stories chaps could tell! God, one night we were all off our faces, and Minty climbed
  on the billiards table stark naked and started trying to put the cue ball into her


  Stop! Chloe shrieked in his ear. They were swaying back and forth in the traditional Sloane mating dance, her arms around his neck, his around her waist, so it was easy for the two
  of them to talk without anyone else hearing them over the music.


  Toby rolled his eyes.


  Forgot you were a nice girl from suburbia, he said, but in such a friendly way that Chloe didnt take offence. It was pretty bloody hilarious, I can tell you. She lay
  back and started screaming: Pot me! Pot me! So we all did. Jolly good time all round.


  As so very often with Toby, Chloe was rendered speechless. She hadnt expected to discover that a certain section of the upper classes were so sexually uninhibited, and some of their
  anecdotes literally made her toes curl. Fortunately, Hugo was cut from the same cloth as her; he might be happy to dance with Minty  aka the Honourable Araminta Farquhar-Featherstonehaugh
   but if she had stripped off in front of several men, stretched out on a billiards table and started doing something suggestive with a cue ball, Hugo would have shot out of the room faster
  than you could say: Time for a nice cup of tea, I think.


  Toby, however, was Hugos polar opposite in the sexual mores stakes. And that was exactly the right way to put it: Toby always wanted more. More girls, more booze, more noise, more fun. To
  be fair, Toby did not rely on his privileged status to get laid; he exuded a natural charm and a red-blooded enthusiasm for all of lifes simple pleasures that made everyone he met want to be
  his friend, fuck him, or both. A tall, strapping redhead with wide shoulders, a hard body from polo-playing, and a faceful of freckles, he was like a winning combination of a Cabbage Patch Kid and
  Action Man.


  And its not just chaps telling stories, either, Toby went on. There must be photos of Minty en deshabille on half the mobiles in London.


  Chloe allowed herself an ironic smile. The Palace set had a tendency to assume that they knew everyone, or rather, everyone who mattered; they would regularly say all of London, or
  all of Scotland, when what they really meant was the handful of families we grew up with. The gratin, as Hugos father, Prince Oliver, called it,
  meaning the upper crust.


  And videos, too, Toby added as they shuffled round. Lots of videos. Ive got one of her and Nacho Montes after a polo match  top stuff! Honestly
  wouldnt have thought it possible. Nachos really pretty damn impressive. Huge thighs, you know. Helps for balance, I suppose, when youre shagging a girl on top of a
  horse.


  Chloe was giggling now, her head on his shoulder. Toby always managed to cheer her up when she was feeling down.


  Thank you, Tobes, she murmured in heartfelt tones into his handmade Savile Row shirt. You do know how to make me feel better.


  Toby pulled back a little and looked down at her, his handsome face unexpectedly serious.


  Youre the one for old Huge, Chlo, he said. Really, you are. Hes got a big old job to do, and its heavy on his shoulders. Youre just the girl to
  help him carry the weight. Nothing against Uncle Olly, but he hasnt exactly been much use in the father department. He should have married again, really. Given Huge and Soph another mama.
  And Great-uncle and Great-aunt  this was how Toby referred to King Stephen and Queen Alexandra  are all terribly stiff-upper-lip and buck-up-and-play-the-game, you know?
  Doesnt suit Hugo. Hes a lover, not a fighter.


  Chloe had never been more grateful for her ability to keep a natural smile plastered to her face. As she stared up at Toby, letting the full weight of his words sink in, no one around them would
  have realized the importance of what he had just said. Toby had endorsed her as Hugos future wife. This was truly momentous. Her feet kept moving, following Tobys shuffle, her body
  swayed gently, but her brain was processing what he had just said with a mixture of excitement and disbelief.


  Chloe and Hugo had been a couple, on and off, for five years. Long enough for Chloe to be absolutely sure that she was in love with Hugo, the person, and not Prince Hugo, the heir to the British
  throne. Long enough for Chloe to fully understand the level of scrutiny to which she would be subjected for the rest of her life, if she were given the opportunity to marry him, and to accept that
  that would be the price to be paid. Long enough for any normal young couple to decide that they were ready to get engaged: Chloe was twenty-seven, Hugo twenty-nine.


  And more than long enough for the nickname Lonely Chlo to burn its reluctant owner, every time she heard it, as if it were a dash of acid over her bare skin.


  Chloe knew that she was by no means the bride that the Royal Family would have chosen for Hugo. To be fair, neither was the Honourable Araminta Farquhar-Featherstonehaugh (surname pronounced
  Farker-Fanshawe, in what Chloe considered a deliberate attempt to make common people look stupid when they got it wrong). The King and Queen would have preferred a nice, quiet, not-very-bright girl
  from the ranks of the aristocracy, one who had been born into the gratin knowing every unspoken rule, who had her own silly nickname  Wonky, or Flaps,
  perhaps.


  She felt her chin raise in defiance of Hugos snobbish grandparents and icily distant father.


  Tobys absolutely right, she thought proudly. I am the girl to help Hugo carry the weight of being King one day. I love him and he loves me. I may not be posh, but
  Im not a chav either. And frankly, the Royal Family could do with a bit of common blood in it. Hugos mum was really posh, and that marriage was a complete disaster  Prince
  Oliver and the King and Queen wont even hear her name mentioned!


  Darling! Hugo came up, throwing his arm around her shoulder. Tobes, unhand my lady! Whatever he was whispering in your ear, Chlo, he said, grinning at his cousin,
  you should just bloody well ignore. You know what a dirty bird he is.


  Toby was actually saying really lovely things, Chloe answered pertly. Not a rude word to be heard.


  Oh my God! Its worse than I thought! Hugo pulled her away from Toby. Hes trying to seduce you! Toby, this ones off-limits!


  Chloe was giggling with happiness. One of the things she loved most about Hugo was that he never tried to be cool, to make her jealous, to play games at all. The Mintys of his social circle
  might try to dirty-dance with him, or corner him for a full-on flirting session, but their advances all went over Hugos head: he just thought they were jolly friendly girls.


  You know what youd be getting into with that one, he said, glancing at his cousin. Hes an utter freak show. Lowering his head to Chloes, he
  hissed loudly:


  Ginger pubes! Absolute bush of em, too! Chaps never wanted to use the shower at school after hed been in there! Soap was plastered with em, and the
  drain


  Toby was sniggering.


  I do have a big bush, he said, complacently cupping the crotch of his jeans. Apart from my huge cock, Im practically a woman.


  Some parts of being posh Chloe would never understand if she lived to be a hundred.


  Should we be going? she said, turning to Hugo. Its past midnight, and I have to be up for work . . .


  Of course! Sorry, darling! He bent to kiss her. Were off, chaps! he announced.


  Chloe sighed. Just once, shed like to slip off with her boyfriend, just the two of them  well, plus his security officers, of course  avoiding the procession that always
  fell in behind them. Everyone wanted to be seen with the heir to the throne, and since photos were strictly prohibited inside Pirates Cove, being snapped by the paps waiting outside was the
  ideal way to secure that trophy. A group clustered around them, and in the bustle at the cloakroom Chloe and Hugo were separated. She was pulling on her Reiss coat  bought on sale, and still
  at the absolute limit of her budget  as she heard Sophie say to Minty, in that clear, cutting voice which was lowered, but still pitched to carry perfectly to her intended victim:


  Darling, have you heard the latest thing theyre calling Lonely Chlo? Dog Rose! Because shes such a social climber! Awfully clever, dont you
  think?


  Minty, more than a little tipsy and not Britains Brainiest at the best of times, slurred: Sorry, darl, dont get it . . .


  Her surnames Rose! Dog Rose! Honestly, you are as thick as a brick, Minters, Sophie snapped impatiently at her drunken friend.


  Oh! Minty could be heard saying as they turned to leave, Sophie glancing back swiftly at her victim to ensure that her words had hit the bulls eye.


  And they had. Chloe was frozen to the spot, her hands at her belt, which she had just finished buckling and pulling smooth. She wanted, very badly, either to cry or to slap Sophie in the face,
  but she couldnt do either. She couldnt do anything but keep smiling. This was the true price of being with Hugo  the slights and slurs visited on her by his spiteful sister and
  her coterie, a level of sheer, snobbish nastiness which spread all too quickly to the press, and was picked up by a large section of the public. Chloe was resented by women who were desperate to be
  in her place, the girlfriend of a prince in line to be king. Those women would have accepted Hugo being with one of his own kind, but were driven to heights of jealousy specifically because Chloe,
  the daughter of a suburban retired engineer and a housewife, wasnt remotely posh. She was just a normal middle-class girl. Like them.


  And if a normal middle-class girl could have a chance with Prince Hugo, why not me? envious women thought, looking at the latest photographs of Chloe and Hugo together at a charity
  event or a polo match, Chloe pretty and well-groomed, her light brown hair streaked with blonde, her figure trim but not skinny, her subtle green mascara bringing out the emerald lights in her
  hazel-grey eyes; an attractive girl, but not a model or an actress or an aristocrat. Just a very nice example of the girl next door.


  So why her and not me? women thought resentfully. What does she have that I dont?


  Sadly, Chloe had been made all too familiar with that mentality. The upper classes thought she was an upstart, and the middle and lower ones resented her for exactly the same reason.


  Poor Cinderella must have had a really miserable time after the fairy tale ended, Chloe thought bitterly. I wonder if Prince Charming had a sister who spent her life making up
  increasingly nasty nicknames for Cinderella . . .


  Everyone was leaving. For a split second, Chloe was tempted to hide out in the loos for a good cry. Finally letting go, letting it all out. She always carried spare makeup: shed be able
  to repair any damage before she eventually emerged. That vicious phrase, Dog Rose, was already causing the tears to well up. It would catch on immediately, of course: Sophie had a
  twisted genius for insults. She should be writing for late-night Channel 4 comedians.


  But if I hide out, therell be a huge scene. Hugo will come back to find me, Sophie will put out the story that Im crying because I heard someone saying Dog Rose,
  and thatll not only make the nickname spread even further, itll show that it has the power to upset me.


  And I cant let that happen. If it does, Im lost for good. You cant be a princess and show that youre affected by nasty gossip. You have to be above it all, or
  youre not fit to be a princess in the first place . . .


  The awful thing was that it felt as if Sophie won either way. And Sophie had planned everything meticulously. The insult had halted Chloe in her tracks for long enough that, by the time she
  emerged onto Piccadilly, the rest of the party was already walking towards their waiting cars. Minty had wound her arm through Hugos and was telling him something
  terrifically funny, laughing up into his face for the benefit of the paps, looking to all the world as if she were his date for the evening, not Chloe. Flashes were
  going off, rough male voices calling all of their names as familiarly as if they were friends: Chloe was used to it by now, but this time it rankled as never before. And it wasnt just her
  name they were calling: she could hear Lonely Chlo! being shouted to provoke a reaction.


  Next time itll be Dog Rose. She shuddered at the prospect.


  Minty was hanging off Hugos arm, dressed in her designer shaggy Mongolian fur coat, dyed neon green, short enough to show off not only her long bare legs, but, by implication, that she
  was rich enough to never really need to worry about the cold, because she was never outside long enough to feel it. If Chloe, a size 12 to Mintys 8, had tried to wear that coat, she would
  have looked like a joke, a Big Bird who waddled rather than tripped lightly in the six-inch heels Minty was sporting.


  And Sophie had pushed her way forward to follow Hugo. Being royalty, next heir to the throne after her older brother, Sophie didnt need to hang on his coat-tails for press attention: in
  fact, as a pretty princess, she naturally commanded more. But she had twined her arm through Tobys, was giggling and smiling for the cameras just like Minty, and the impression given was of
  two handsome, perfectly matched, aristocratic couples who had been out together as a foursome.


  With me tailing behind like a fifth wheel, Chloe recognized with a sinking heart.


  Chloe! To her great relief, her boyfriend turned round, looking for her, dropping Mintys arm. Darling, we completely lost you there! Terrible crush  I should
  have waited for you. So sorry.


  He strode back towards her, capturing her hand, tucking it familiarly over his elbow, patting it reassuringly.


  Lets get you home for some sleep, he said. My Chloe has a proper job, not like you three layabouts.


  Warmth flooded through Chloe. The tears were back, prickling at the corners of her eyes, and when they were safely ensconced in the car, curled on the back seat, she let them fall. The security
  officers were in the front, one at the wheel, one beside him, but she knew them to be totally trustworthy.


  Darling! Hugo said again, pulling her even closer. Whats up? I thought we had a lovely night out!


  Oh Hugo, you are so sodding blind, she thought with immense irritation. But that one, at least, she couldnt blame on him being royal. Hugo was a typical man; he had no idea of
  the evil machinations of which women were capable, nor did he want to know. Chloe knew better than to complain to him about his sister or Minty: that would just put his back up. And she
  couldnt mention the Dog Rose thing either. Talking about class made Hugo incredibly uncomfortable; like all posh people, he did his best to pretend that it didnt exist.


  We did have a lovely night, Chloe agreed, sniffing back the tears. Im just knack tired, I suppose. She really was tired if shed even let
  the word knackered half-slip from her lips; usually she was so careful to posh up her vocabulary. Its a lot to go out dancing after a long day at work.


  This was exactly the right line to take. Hugo was hugely proud of the fact that Chloe worked for Rescue Children as the deputy head of fundraising: she was a serious girl, with a grown-up job
  doing something socially worthy, a total contrast to Toby and Sophies crowd of party animals. Hugo, a Royal Navy Lieutenant, was much the same, having risen through the ranks not entirely
  due to his royal status but also to his capacity for hard work.


  I wont drag you out during the week any more, he vowed. Or at least, we wont stay so late.


  I feel better now Im alone with you, Chloe said, reaching up to kiss him; she had long got over her embarrassment at making out with security officers nearby. Hugo kissed
  her back with great enthusiasm, reaching down and pulling her legs across his lap: she could feel his erection swelling beneath her thighs. One of the positive sides to his absences on board ship
  was that when he was on post-deployment leave, he was always keen to make up for lost time.


  Cant wait to get you back to mine, he muttered against her lips, sliding his hand up her body to stroke one breast, making her moan. Ive got a lovely bunch of
  bananas in the fridge, just waiting for us . . .


  Hugo might not be as wild as many of the Sloanes in his set, not cut out for group sex on billiards tables or filming Minty shagging a polo player on his horse, but he had one very specific
  sexual preference, involving bananas, that, very luckily, Chloe enjoyed too. And it meant that Hugo wasnt completely vanilla, always a good quality when you were planning to have
  sex with only one man for the rest of your life . . .


  I cant wait either, she whispered. Some things were too private even for the highly discreet security officers. Will they be nice and cold by now?


  The hand on her breast slid higher, caressed her neck, reached her lips: he slid his thumb into her mouth, and she sucked on it eagerly.


  As cold as youre all lovely and wet and hot, he sighed into her ear. Jesus, Chlo, I cant wait, Ive got the most massive stiffie


  Mmn, she observed enthusiastically, reaching down to stroke it. It really is massive


  The car turned onto Palace Green, slowing down, and came to a halt outside Kensington Palace, where Hugo had his London quarters. From Piccadilly, around Hyde Park Corner down South Carriage
  Drive, along Hyde Park Gate took a bare ten minutes. The driver tapped on the partition, and Chloe slid her legs off Hugos lap, taking her time, giving him a few moments to calm his
  breathing and settle down the royal erection before she reached for the door handle. This was the protocol that had evolved for this kind of situation. Chloe didnt actually open the door
  herself, but the movement of the handle was the signal that the security officer waiting outside could open the car door without exposing the Prince and his girlfriend in flagrante
  delicto.


  Kensington Palace, despite its name, was actually a series of large, interconnected houses arranged around several wide courtyards; Hugo, as a bachelor, occupied a suite of rooms that did not,
  unfortunately, have its own front door, as many of the houses did. Usually, Chloe secretly lamented this arrangement, which meant that she and Hugo could never have a makeout session coming home,
  work themselves up to a happy heated state, then tumble out, unlock a front door, shut it behind them and fall to the hallway carpet to fuck each others brains out.


  Instead, they had to bid goodnight to the security team, greet the waiting footman, exchange a polite few words, walk down miles of corridor and up two flights of stairs to Hugos suite of
  rooms, greet the second footman waiting there for them, go through the same routine . . . it might have been specifically designed as a very effective passion-killer. Hugos erection, she
  could tell at a glance at his crotch, was long gone.


  It wouldnt take long to get it back. Not at all. But that wasnt actually what Chloe wanted, not quite yet . . .


  Tobys such a sweetheart, she observed as the footman left. She sank down onto one of the two chintz sofas that faced each other, very conventionally, in the living room. You
  would never know that a young man lived here. The apartment was decorated in classic Sloane style, from the yellow walls hung with gilt-framed oil paintings to the Chinoiserie vases on the
  mantelpiece and the unavoidable Colefax and Fowler fabric prints of oversized red and pink flowers called plumbagos exploding all over the cream background of every sofa, armchair, cushion and
  window treatment.


  It was about as manly as a bikini wax, and Chloe had been taken aback by the dcor on her first visit, imagining that Hugo must feel suffocated by it. All her male friends wanted
  stripped-down lines, modular sofas, dark wood, stripy sheets. But then, her male friends had to buy their own furniture. Aristocrats inherited, they didnt buy. And Hugo was perfectly comfy
  and cosy in this chintzy nest, because it signified something much more important than masculinity: it said that People Like Us lived here.


  I do love him madly, Chloe added, watching Hugos reaction as she praised Toby.


  As she had learned, this was standard upper-class terminology for I like him a lot, but it was enough to get Hugo  who had always been a little jealous of his more handsome,
  more charming cousin  on edge.


  Ginger pubes, remember? he said sharply, perching on the arm of the sofa. They match his freckles exactly. He looks bloody ridiculous naked.


  Chloe giggled, just as she was supposed to.


  That does sound awful! she said, smiling at him sweetly. Actually, she thought Tobys Titian hair was very attractive, a fire burning warm and lively, a perfect
  reflection of his personality. But Hugo was the one she loved, the one she wanted to be with for the rest of her life, and if she had to tell a few white lies to make him feel secure  well,
  shed want him to do exactly the same for her.


  So Hugo bent to kiss her. Shall I go and get the bananas? Im feeling very randy.


  Yes . . . Chloe said, with just the right touch of hesitation in her voice. Yes, thatd be lovely.


  Hugo frowned. He was clearly torn: she had given him the go-ahead with her words, but not with her tone, and Hugo was not only a well-brought-up young man, but genuinely sweet-natured. With
  obvious reluctance, he said: Darling, is something wrong?


  Oh, not really . . . Chloe sighed. Its those horrible paps, I suppose. They do really get me down. It wasnt just tonight  they were outside my work
  again at lunchtime, yelling things. You know what they shout. The name they call me.


  Theyre just trying to get a reaction, Hugo said uncomfortably, his erection, which had shot up as soon as he mentioned the word bananas, diminishing for the
  second time this evening.


  I couldnt go and get a coffee, even, she said sadly. Lauren had to get one for me. Its like being under house arrest. Im in that office all day and I
  cant even pop out for some fresh air at lunchtime.


  I dont know how you do it, working in an office all day, Hugo said sympathetically, still hoping that he could soothe her quickly and get on with the business in hand. He
  stroked her hair, his hand slipping down to caress her neck in a way he knew she loved. Those horrible light strips overhead! Im damn lucky to be out on a destroyer, you know. Most of
  the time its so much fun it doesnt even feel like work.


  Chloe bit her lip; she was going to have to push harder. But after Tobys supportive words, coupled with Sophies Dog Rose comment, she was determined not to be
  distracted by Hugos attempts to move matters from the conversational to the physical.


  Youve got to get on with it, she told herself firmly. Just tell him how you feel. Its decision time. Lauren says that you should tell him if he doesnt propose
  in six months, youll leave him.


  Lauren, Chloes best friend and work colleague, was tough as nails, and pretty much always right. Dont think of it as becoming a princess  thats always what messes
  with your head, Lauren had advised. Just think of it as getting your man.


  And she thought, too, of her last visit home, and what her mother had said to her when her father was out in the garden: Men all need a push, love, princes or not. I needed to give your
  dad a big old nudge to get him to go down on one knee, believe you me.


  Mum and Lauren together have to be right. Chloe took a deep breath and said as winsomely as she could manage:


  You know the weird thing? Its not even being able to pop out to the coffee shop that really upsets me. Every time I go in there it makes me smile, because it reminds me of
  how we met.


  This made Hugo sentimental, just as she had known it would. It was one of his favourite memories, because it proved to him all over again how genuine Chloes feelings for him were. Even
  someone with as open and friendly a personality as Hugo couldnt have helped but be aware, when he was single, how much his title might influence a young womans view of his other
  attractions. So it was always hugely reassuring to him that Chloe hadnt had the faintest idea of the identity of the young man in jeans and stripy rugby shirt and sunglasses who had been
  ahead of her in Freedom of Espresso, fumbling in his pocket for enough change for his coffee, five years ago . . .


  God, Im so sorry! Hugo had said to Carmen, the Romanian girl behind the counter, his cheeks flushing pink with embarrassment. Im just back from, um, overseas,
  and I dont quite seem to have enough dosh  can I cancel the order?


  No, I already make the cappuccino! Carmen had said firmly, plonking it down in front of him. You need to pay.


  How much are you short? Chloe said quickly to the young man. Ive got tons of change.


  Two quid, he said, turning to look at her. But I really cant


  No, its fine, Chloe said, reaching in her bag for her purse. Carmens made your coffee now, you might as well have it. And my purse is stuffed, honestly.
  Ill be glad to lighten it.


  Thanks, Chloe, Carmen said gratefully as Chloe handed her the coins.


  This is awfully nice of you, Hugo said, taking his cup.


  Chloe smiled up at him under her lashes; she hadnt seen his face initially, so she hadnt realized how good-looking he was, even with the sunglasses on. Just her type  tall,
  fair and, if not exactly handsome, then with nice solid features and that posh-boy blush, which suffused not only his cheeks, but went right up to the tips of his ears. She had always fancied the
  Sloane boys, with their butter-blond silky hair and pinky-white skin; this one had Cupids bow lips that were the colour of dark red roses. Very kissable.


  No problem, she said. Its easy to get caught short.


  He started to say something, cut himself off, and then, grinning at her a little inanely, turned away from the counter. Chloe hoped he would wait for her, ask for her number; he had the perfect
  excuse, because he could offer to pay her back. But to her disappointment, she heard the doorbell clang as he left the shop.


  He likes you, I think, Carmen said, making Chloes skinny cappuccino with chocolate topping without needing to be told what she wanted.


  Chloe pulled a face: well, why didnt he ask me out, then? She sighed; shed definitely felt chemistry between them. He must have a girlfriend, she told herself to
  avoid feeling rejected. He was exactly what shed hoped shed meet when she was hired for Rescue Children, whose head office was in Fulham; the area was packed with just the kind of
  young men she liked. But so far, very disappointingly, they seemed to travel in packs with girls of their own class.


  She paid Carmen and went out into the street, holding the hot coffee carefully.


  Um, hi! said a voice behind her, and she jumped and nearly dropped the cup.


  Sorry! he said as she turned round; he had gone pink all over again. I sort of guessed which way youd go, and I got it wrong.


  My office is down there, she said, nodding to the unpromising modern block at the end of the short street.


  Oh, right! Well, I mustnt keep you, he said. Its just  it was very nice of you, but I cant possibly take money from a girl . . .


  That sounds a bit sexist, Chloe said, her flirtatious smile making it clear that she was teasing him.


  Oh! Gosh! I didnt mean  Oh, I see! He grinned at her. Nice one. So, um, I was wondering if I could maybe buy you a drink later on? To say thank you?
  Obviously, he added hurriedly, Id have some money by then.


  They stood there on the pavement, smiling at each other, for a long, happy moment; a nanny tried to push a Bugaboo past them, and Hugo jumped aside politely to give her room.


  So youll come for a drink? he said hopefully. Are you around later?


  Chloe debated whether she should play it cool, make him ring her for a date, and then decided that shed been reading too many magazine articles about playing hard to get.


  I am, actually, she said, though she did try to infuse a note of surprise into her voice that this was the case.


  Oh, wonderful! he said enthusiastically. What a piece of luck! Look, shall I meet you when you finish work? What time is that?


  Six, usually, she said.


  Six it is. Um, just one thing. He rubbed the back of his head. I wont actually be alone. Completely.


  Chloe frowned. I dont understand.


  She didnt like this, either. He had seemed so nice and normal; now things had taken a weird turn. She was bracing herself for him telling her that his girlfriend would be joining them; he
  looked awkward enough, suddenly, for something that outlandish. And his blush had by now spread to his neck. She took a little step back.


  Oh look, its nothing freaky! he blurted out, seeing her back away. You really dont understand, do you?


  She shook her head.


  I might just go, she said. It was nice talking to you.


  Please dont! He flapped his arms like an agitated swan. Whatever youre thinking, its not that! Look He pointed down to the far corner of
  the street, to where a man was standing with his back to a shop front, dressed in jeans and a sweater, lean and fit, his eyes on Hugo and Chloe. I know it sounds silly, but thats my
  bodyguard. Theres another one, too. They sort of have to be around. But at a distance! They wont hear anything we say.


  Chloes frown deepened as she wondered for a second if this young man were an escaped mental patient. But they were in Fulham, an area of London inhabited by some of the richest
  people in the world . . . people who might well need a bodyguard or two . . .


  You dont sound like an oligarch, she said frankly. Or a footballer.


  He laughed, looking ridiculously happy: it was only later that Chloe realized why, that this was a further demonstration that she really did have no idea who he was. And she didnt. Maybe
  in a different context, she might have had an inkling, but here in Fulham there were so many Sloaney young men that looked like him . . . and he still had the sunglasses on . . .


  Can I tell you later? he said. Over a drink?


  Id rather know now who Im going for a drink with, she said honestly.


  You have to promise to come if I do, he said nervously.


  All right, she said. How bad can it be? she thought. Its just a drink! And I dont see anyone else asking me out right now . . .


  Hugo bent down and whispered his name in her ear.


  It took all she had not to drop her cappuccino all down her Boden dress. But as soon as hed told her, she knew it was the truth: she could see the press photos of him, slot the face
  looking down at her above the Navy dress uniform or polo outfit in which he was usually pictured. You just never thought you would bump into a royal prince in Freedom of Espresso; how could she
  possibly have anticipated this?


  She was goggling at him. Briefly, he pushed his sunglasses up, showing her his face, just in case she had any doubt about his identity. His entire face by now was bright red with embarrassment
  and doubt as to her response.


  You will still come? he asked, his voice just as anxious as his expression.


  She nodded wordlessly and turned away in the direction of her office.


  See you at six! he called after her, pushing down his sunglasses to the bridge of his nose again.


  She nodded again and kept going blindly; she didnt remember anything about the rest of the day at all. Not a single thing. Until about five, when she went on a panicked rampage round the
  office scavenging for makeup, dry shampoo, hair straighteners, earrings to borrow; she was scared of popping out to buy anything in case hed turned up early and was waiting outside. Who knew
  if his bodyguards had insisted on sweeping the area beforehand, or whatever it was they did?


  I never even drank that cappuccino, Chloe said to him now. I told you that, didnt I? It sat there on my desk all afternoon till it went stone cold.


  I honestly think I fell in love with you outside the coffee shop, Hugo said simply. You were so pretty and funny and lively, and meeting you like that felt so . . .
  normal. It was just like  what normal people do. He looked abashed. You know what I mean.


  I do, she said, stroking his leg.


  That he used the love word was no surprise: they had already said they loved each other, after a split four years ago when Chloe had been struggling with not only the attention
  that came with dating a prince, but a prince who went away on seven-month deployments off the coast of Somalia, chasing pirates. No matter how much Hugo assured her that, as a Captain of the Watch,
  all he did was drive the ship and that the Royal Marines did all the daredevil stuff like boarding pirate boats, Chloe worried about him constantly, missed him horribly. And the
  drip-drip torture of paparazzi photos combined with the nasty little captions the tabloid press slapped on them had driven her to distraction. She had told him as soon as he came back on
  post-deployment leave that she couldnt bear it; they had broken up, then got back together on his last day of leave in floods of tears and declarations of love.


  But Chloe couldnt wait any longer for the next stage.


  Sometimes, she said brilliantly, I so miss being normal.


  Oh Chloe! Hugo enfolded her in his arms. Thats the one thing I cant give you  Id give you anything I could, but I can never ever give you
  that


  I want you, she said, hugging him back tightly. Ive always wanted you, from the moment I saw you in that coffee shop.


  You dont know how grateful Ive been ever since that I barely had any dosh on me!


  I love you so much, Hugo!


  I love you! So much!


  She thought swiftly.


  Im going to get a lovely cold banana now, she said, pulling away a little. Ill be right back.


  Hugo drew in his breath in excitement, settling back on the sofa in anticipation. Chloe returned almost immediately with a nicely firm banana, and he exhaled with a long, deep sigh of sexual
  anticipation.


  God, all those times at school, he said with deep contentment as she started to unpeel it, his erection tenting his jeans for the third time that night. All those times I
  used to get a cold banana out of the fridge in my room and mush it up in my hand and go at myself with it . . . I used to dream of a lovely girl doing that for me, a lovely girl who looked just
  like you . . . I used to come and come and just feel lonely afterwards . . . He reached out his hand for her. Ladies first.


  Their sexual life had settled into a very happy pattern by now. The banana was definitely for special occasions, rather than being a necessary fetish, but although Hugo had initiated it, shyly,
  years ago, Chloe had taken to it with great enthusiasm. The usual pattern was that the peeled banana would first be drawn down Chloes naked body and slipped slowly inside her, alternating
  with Hugo enthusiastically eating her out; once she had come a satisfactory number of times, Hugo would replace the banana with his cock, and when things were getting close to the point of no
  return, he would pull out, Chloe would quickly chew up some banana and finish him off in her mouth.


  But now Chloe shook her head.


  Darling, Im pretty shattered, she said, a phrase she would never have used before meeting Hugo. Im just going to do you.


  Are you sure? Hugo said, to be polite, but he was already unzipping his jeans and shifting his bottom to pull them and his boxers down in one go.


  Totally, Chloe said, hiking up her skirt to make it easier for her to kneel down on the carpet. I love sucking you off.


  You do it the best, Hugo sighed ecstatically, closing his eyes, throwing out his arms, letting himself go completely in anticipation, his royal penis, sprung free of its
  coverings, large, red, inflamed, and clearly in need of urgent attention. No one does banana blowjobs like you.


  It was the opening Chloe had been waiting for. She gasped so loudly that Hugos eyes snapped open again in time to see her throwing the banana down to the coffee table. He whined like a
  dog in protest.


  How many girls have given you banana blowjobs? she shouted furiously. Honestly, Hugo, youre so bloody insensitive! Im being stalked by paps all day
  and all night shouting horrible things at me, you barely danced with me all evening  Toby danced with me more than you, and he said nicer things to me as well!  and
  I offer to suck you off even though Im knackered, because I love doing it and I can tell youre absolutely gagging for it, and then you go and make me feel that Im just one in a
  long line of your girls! God, I could scream!


  Poor Hugo, blindsided by this sudden stream of consciousness, stared at her, his rose-pink lips flapping goldfish-like without making a sound.


  Im going home, she declared. I dont care how late it is. I just want to cry and be alone  maybe theyre right to call me Lonely Chlo!
  Its just how I feel at the moment!


  Too much? she wondered frantically as she turned away and strode across the room.


  But behind her she heard Hugo tumbling off the sofa and staggering towards her, hopping along as he struggled to pull up his jeans.


  Chloe, wait! Dont go! Darling, dont be like this! Whats wrong?


  I just told you what was wrong! she wailed. You made me feel like


  Youre not one in a long line! Not at all!


  Hugo had caught up with her. She thought of something else her mum had said: clever women run away and let men catch them. He grabbed her shoulder with the one hand he had free; the other was
  bunched around his jeans, his engorged cock still bobbing in the air.


  I love you! he shouted. Youre the only one for me, the only one ever! Youre the last one in line! I mean


  He caught himself, desperately searching for better words, but Chloe was already reacting in a way he hadnt expected; she threw himself against him, kissing him so passionately that both
  his hands rose to tangle in her hair and kiss her back.


  You mean it? she was saying between kisses. You really mean it? You want me to marry you? Im the only one ever? Really, you want me to marry you?


  The rest of Hugos body briefly imitated his cock and went stiff as a pole. This was it, the moment of truth. Now or never. Shit or get off the pot, as Lauren had said pithily to Chloe
  just a few days ago. He pulled back, looked down at Chloes tearful face, opened his mouth and said, simply: Yes.


  It wasnt the most romantic proposal in the world, but Chloe was light years past caring about how it had happened; all that mattered was that it had. Hugo loved her, and she
  loved him, and she was the right girl for him. Even Toby had told her that. And now she was no longer, would never again be Lonely Chlo.


  Bliss flooded through her. Still kissing her brand-new fianc, she backed him up until his thighs hit an armchair, and then she pushed him down to sit. The banana on the coffee table
  wasnt as cold as hed like it, but sod that, his cock must be so desperate by now that itd be past caring about anything but getting off.


  Oh yes! Hugo repeated, now on a groan of infinite relief as Chloe took a bite of banana, chewed it up and sank her mouth over the bulging head of his cock. Hot wet mouth,
  cold squishy banana. He was, to his great surprise, in heaven, and not just because he was finally getting his cock sucked. He had finally committed, finally done what he knew he had been putting
  off longer than he should. Chloe had been The One for years, the one he would get around to proposing to one day. The girl who had fallen for him without knowing who he was, who had looked up at
  him, outside that coffee shop, with that particular dancing brightness in her eyes. Not Prince Hugo, second in line to the throne. Just him.


  It was just that, before hed done it, proposing had seemed so . . . final. Prison doors closing behind the growing boy, like a poem theyd made him
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