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About the Book

In 1875, Sisi, the Empress of Austria is the woman that every man desires and every woman envies.
 
Beautiful, athletic and intelligent, Sisi has everything – except happiness. Bored with the stultifying etiquette of the Hapsburg Court and her dutiful but unexciting husband, Franz Joseph, Sisi comes to England to hunt. She comes looking for excitement and she finds it in the dashing form of Captain Bay Middleton, the only man in Europe who can outride her. Ten years younger than her, Bay has everything to lose by falling for a woman who can never be his. For he is promised to Charlotte, who is rich and devoted yet with a mind of her own. But Bay and the Empress are as reckless as each other, and their mutual attraction is a force that cannot be denied.

Full of passion and drama, THE FORTUNE HUNTER tells the true story of a nineteenth century Queen of Hearts and a cavalry captain, and the struggle between love and duty.
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‘A surprisingly intelligent exploration of the gulf between the New World and the old – and one woman’s spirited attempt to bridge it’ Guardian

‘Filled with vitality … a highly enjoyable and intelligent read’ Sunday Times

‘A well-written, brilliant first novel by a confident, skilful storyteller. It is pure, light-hearted, unpretentious entertainment’ Sunday Express

‘A marvellously assured read … Goodwin writes beautifully; her easy style disguising both erudition and emotional truth’ Daily Mail

‘A deliciously evocative first novel that lingers in the mind’ Allison Pearson, Daily Telegraph

‘In this lively and intelligent novel, Daisy Goodwin takes the eccentricities of a decadent age and breathes romance into it’ Independent

‘The detailing is beautiful, the great phalanx of historical characters amusing, and the relief of reading a novel that puts enjoyment first, so rare and gratifying, that I am ready for a sequel’ Sunday Telegraph
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July 1875

WAS QUEEN VICTORIA A KITTEN OR A CODFISH? Charlotte hesitated. The monarch’s chinless face did look remarkably similar to the glassy stare of the fish, but that would mean making the late Prince Consort a kitten, as that was the only animal she had left. It was hard to think of Prince Albert as feline, but now that she had superimposed the image of the fish onto his wife’s face, it was undoubtable that the queen made the most magnificent kind of cod. She stepped back for a moment and looked at the overall composition, now that she had replaced each royal face with an animal head. The Prince of Wales was a satisfactory basset hound and Charlotte felt that she had done justice to Princess Alice’s mournful demeanour by turning her into a calf. She dipped her brush into the pot of Indian ink at her side and began to shade around her work, blending the edges of the animal heads into the rest of the photograph. Later, depending on what time she could persuade Fred to bring her home from the ball, she would photograph her creation.

She sighed and stretched her folded fingers over her head. The sun had sunk beneath the rows of white stucco townhouses, throwing a warm glow into the room.

Charlotte would have her Royal Menagerie. She thought she would put it on the back wall of the drawing room at Kevill. Properly framed, it would look to the casual observer like any other family portrait; only the people who really looked would see that she had turned the Royal Family into a frock-coated and crinolined 300. It was possible that some of the starchier guests might be a little shocked, but as close observation of anything besides the lace on a visitor’s gown seldom took place in the drawing room at Kevill, Charlotte did not feel she had much to worry about. The faint possibility of discovery might be enough to get her through those interminable afternoons spent at home entertaining lady callers. Charlotte hoped that the Bishop’s wife, in particular, would look over her long, perpetually dripping nose and be so offended that she never called again.

The thought of the Bishop’s wife and the way that she always referred to her as a ‘poor motherless girl’ was enough to make Charlotte’s hand slip, and a drop of Indian ink fell onto one of the ivory silk flounces of her skirt. It was a very small drop of ink, but the silk was so absorbent that it quickly flowered into an unmistakeable stain. Charlotte was annoyed at her carelessness. The ink spot was barely visible, but she knew that her aunt would spot it immediately and would make it into a tragedy of epic proportions. ‘What a calamity!’ she would exclaim, the lace ribbons on her widow’s cap fluttering. ‘Your beautiful dress ruined and on the night of the Spencer ball too!’ Charlotte’s aunt Adelaide liked nothing better than a minor domestic mishap that she could turn into a drama worthy of Sophocles. She would feel it her duty to point out the blemish to everyone they met, and invite them to comment on the tragic twist of fate that had ruined her niece’s exquisite dress. Charlotte was dreading the evening’s entertainments quite enough without the added humiliation of her aunt’s histrionics.

She thought for a moment, and then picked up her watercolour box. Perhaps there was some China White left. She took a clean brush, licked it thoroughly and started to paint over the stain. It wasn’t perfect, but it covered the worst of it, and with any luck she might get through the evening without her aunt noticing. She was just giving it another coat when there was a perfunctory knock on the door and her brother Fred walked in wearing his dress uniform.

‘Are you ready yet, Mitten? Aunt Adelaide is fretting about the horses and I want to be at the Opera early.’

He saw what she was doing and stopped. ‘Why are you painting your dress?’ He smirked. ‘Is that the latest fashion, hand-decorating your ball gown?’

‘Well, if it was the latest fashion, as you never stop pointing out to me, I would be the last one to know. I have spilt some ink on my dress and I am concealing it with paint.’ Charlotte pointed at the blemish with her finger. ‘There! Good as new.’

‘But what on earth were you doing messing about with ink in a white ball gown? I thought girls had better things to do before a ball, like getting their hair arranged or choosing which jewels to wear.’

‘If you look carefully, Fred, you will see that my hair has been arranged, and as for jewels, Aunt Adelaide thinks that diamonds are unsuitable for debutantes and so she is wearing Mamma’s necklace. I thought I would occupy my time usefully while I waited for you all to get ready.’

Fred glanced over at the work table where the Royal Menagerie lay. He went over to have a closer look, and shook his head.

‘You really are a rum one, Mitten.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘Like it! Of course I don’t like it. It’s peculiar, that’s what it is. Why don’t you have any normal accomplishments? Singin’, piano playing, needlework, that sort of thing. It’s deuced odd for a girl of twenty to be squirrellin’ around with cameras and chemicals all the time. You need to be careful that you don’t get a reputation. Augusta is quite concerned about you. She says that after we are married, her first task will be to launch you properly. She thinks that with the right approach, you could be quite a success.’

Charlotte smiled. ‘How very kind of her.’

Fred looked at her suspiciously, his blue eyes bulging as they always did when he was cross. ‘Augusta will be a real advantage to you. She says that making the right sort of marriage is like pilotin’ a ship into harbour. It needs a steady hand at the tiller.’

Charlotte thought, but did not say, that despite Lady Augusta Crewe’s navigational skills, it had taken her four London seasons to land a proposal of marriage. She decided to change the subject.

‘You look very handsome tonight, Fred. Augusta will be proud of you.’

Diverted, Fred pushed his chest out and brushed his hand down the gold braid on his jacket.

‘Went to Bay Middleton’s tailor. He swears by him, won’t go anywhere else.’

‘Bay Middleton is clearly very discerning.’

‘Best dressed officer in the Guards. It’s all about the cut. Had to have three fittings for this.’

‘Only three fittings! I must have had ten at least for this frock, and I think your uniform fits you rather better and is altogether more flattering.’

‘Nothing wrong with your dress, or at least there wasn’t before you started coverin’ it with ink.’ He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘When Augusta and I are married she will advise you. Daresay you could learn something from her. Always very nicely turned out, Augusta.’

Charlotte thought that she had heard enough about the superiority of Augusta Crewe to last a lifetime. Even if her future sister-in-law had been charming and generous, she might have tired of Fred constantly invoking her name, but as Charlotte found her affected and calculating, her presence in every conversation between brother and sister was a scalding irritation.

There was a cough from the doorway. Penge, Aunt Adelaide’s butler, looked at them reproachfully.

‘Her ladyship has asked to me to remind you that the carriage was ordered fifteen minutes ago.’

Fred became officious. ‘Come along, Mitten, nothing you can do about the dress now. Captain Hartopp’s not goin’ to notice.’ He was halfway down the curving staircase before he turned back to look at her. ‘And you needn’t worry about partners tonight. I know Hartopp will claim the first two, and Augusta has promised to find you some suitable young men.’

Charlotte was silent but thought that she would like nothing more than to dance with an unsuitable young man. Despite Fred’s solicitude, she was not at all worried about finding partners: although she had only been to a handful of balls, her dance card was always full. Suitable young men and the odd unsuitable one had quickly learnt that although Charlotte was not perhaps the most striking looking girl in the room, she was undoubtedly one of the richest, as the sole heiress to the Lennox fortune, which would be hers when she was twenty-five. The money had not meant much to her growing up in the Borders, but since she had come to London, Charlotte had often heard the phrase ‘the Lennox heiress’ muttered in conversation or seen it mouthed silently by one new acquaintance to another. She had noticed too that the mutterings and the mouthings made Fred anxious. The money was hers alone – her mother, the original Lennox heiress, had been their late father’s second wife – but Fred was as proprietorial about her fortune as if it were his to bestow. Under the terms of her father’s will, she could not marry without his consent until she reached her majority, and Fred was enjoying the privileges of this role immensely. There had been some young men in the Guards who had made Fred feel uncomfortable about his tailor or his taste in claret, but those feelings of unease had subsided now that he was the guardian of the Lennox fortune, and, of course, the fiancé of Lady Augusta Crewe.

It was not therefore the fear of being a wallflower that made Charlotte inch down the curving staircase after her brother, one reluctant step at a time. She was probably the only girl in London who dreaded a full dance card. Sitting out a dance was better than being whirled around the room by some pink-cheeked younger son doing his best to secure the Lennox Fortune. Did she hunt? No. Silence. Had she been presented? Not yet. Pause. Did she like croquet? Sometimes she would volunteer that she enjoyed photography. This would generally make Percy or Clarence look anxious, as if being asked a question in an exam that they hadn’t prepped for. Then Algernon or Ralph would tell her the story of how he had his photograph taken, ‘for Mamma, y’know’, and complain about how long it had taken: ‘The photographer chap wanted me to stand with my head in a vice, otherwise he said it would come out blurry.’ Did they like the results? she would ask, and the young men would pause; sometimes a blush would stain their bewhiskered faces. Despite their confusion, she would persevere: did the photograph look the way they had imagined themselves? At that point her partner would mumble that he never really gave much thought to his appearance, but he supposed that the photographs were accurate enough. Generally after these exchanges the young man would not insist on another dance. Once when a more imaginative young man had asked Charlotte if she would take his photograph, she had demurred, saying that he might not like the result. He did not ask a second time.

At the bottom step Charlotte tried to arrange herself so that her fan and reticule covered the ink stain on her gown. But it was clear that her concern was unnecessary, for Aunt Adelaide was much too preoccupied with her own appearance to give much thought to her niece. She was standing in front of the pier glass in the hallway, turning her head this way and that as the light caught the Lennox diamonds around her throat. Married late to an impecunious baronet who had died six months later, Aunt Adelaide had not had many diamonds in her life and she was enjoying her borrowed finery to the full. Charlotte could see that her aunt, who must be at least forty, was a good deal more excited about the evening ahead than she was.

‘How well those pearl earrings go with your dress, dear. Just the right note of ornament without ostentation. I can’t bear it when young girls cover themselves with jewels – do you remember Selina Fortescue at the Londonderry ball? She looked positively gaudy, such a shame with a fresh young complexion like that.’ Aunt Adelaide looked at Charlotte as she said this but couldn’t resist her twinkling reflection for long and turned back to the mirror.

Fred coughed. ‘I notice, Aunt, that, unlike Charlotte, you have covered yourself in jewels. Is it quite the thing for you to be wearin’ the Lennox necklace? The diamonds are Charlotte’s property after all, and I think that as her guardian I should have been consulted.’

Underneath the diamonds, Charlotte saw the skin of her aunt’s décolletage redden. She spoke quickly.

‘Oh Fred, don’t be so pompous. I would feel ridiculous wearing the necklace. It’s much too grown up for me, and besides, it looks very becoming on Aunt Adelaide. I would much rather she wore it than for it to be locked up in a vault.’

Aunt Adelaide looked at her gratefully. Fred picked up his gloves and started to pull them down over his fingers, cracking each knuckle as he did so.

‘I don’t think it is pompous to express some concern about a valuable piece of property that belongs to my only sister. Perhaps you have forgotten the promise I made to Father to look after you, but I haven’t. Everything that you do reflects on me. I don’t want your future husband to accuse me of mismanagin’ your affairs.’

‘Well, I have no intention of marrying someone who would complain about me lending a necklace to a member of my family. I was going to offer it to Augusta to wear at your wedding, but if you feel so strongly about it, perhaps that would be a mistake.’

As Charlotte had intended, Fred’s indignation subsided.

‘Augusta did mention the necklace to me. I will, of course, make sure that she takes very good care of it, as I am sure that you will, Aunt. Now I suggest that we leave, or we will miss the first act.’

Charlotte smiled to herself. Fred’s real anxiety was not that Aunt Adelaide was wearing the Lennox diamonds, but that Augusta would see her wearing them at the Spencer ball. Augusta was already planning to wear them to her wedding, and she would be unhappy if their magnificence was diluted by too many public outings on other necks than hers.

As her brother handed her into the carriage, she wondered how she would compose their wedding portrait. There would be the official one, of course, with the bride in white and orange blossom with the diamond collar round her not-quite-long enough neck with Fred standing stiffly behind her – Augusta would be seated as she was practically the same height as Fred. But in the unofficial one Charlotte thought that Augusta, with her flattish nose and wide apart eyes, would make a rather satisfactory Pekinese, and Fred, with his red face and his burgeoning chins, might pass for a turkey. It would not be a picture that she could hang anywhere, of course, not even in the darkest corners of Kevill, but it would give her private satisfaction to look at it when she was being ‘launched’ by Augusta after the wedding. Unless she could find a husband in the run-up to their nuptials, she faced the prospect of living with the newlyweds. The current arrangement with Lady Lisle suited Fred while he was a bachelor, but when he was a married man he would naturally want his sister to live with him and his wife. Fred’s £1,000 a year would not stretch to a house in town, but as Charlotte’s guardian, he and Augusta would be able to take Lady Lisle’s place as Charlotte’s chaperone in Charles Street.

There was a tap at the carriage window. She looked out and saw the large, whiskered face of Captain ‘Chicken’ Hartopp, Fred’s great friend and a devoted follower of the Lennox fortune. Fred was not actively encouraging Hartopp’s suit, as he was hoping for a title for his sister, or at least an alliance with one of the older landed families, but as Hartopp’s fortune was almost as great as Charlotte’s he could not rule him out entirely.

‘Miss Baird, I am so glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to give you these; I thought perhaps you might like to wear them tonight.’

He handed her a corsage of white rosebuds through the window and Charlotte gave him what she hoped was a delighted smile.

‘Thank you so much, Captain Hartopp. How kind of you to think of me.’

‘My pleasure, Miss Baird.’ He tipped his hat to Fred and bowed to Aunt Adelaide. ‘Good evening, Lady Lisle. What a magnificent necklace. Are those the famous Lennox diamonds, by any chance?’

Adelaide Lisle simpered. ‘They are indeed. Dear Charlotte has been kind enough to let me wear them tonight. I hope I can do them justice.’

Hartopp paused just a second too long before saying, ‘You can have no doubts on that score, Lady Lisle.’

Charlotte saw the way Hartopp’s eyes glittered when he saw the necklace, and thought that even living with Fred and Augusta would be preferable to looking at his face every morning over the breakfast table. She had not yet acquired any photographs of aquatic mammals, but when she did, she was sure that Captain Hartopp, despite his feathery nickname, would make a perfectly splendid walrus.
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THE OPERA HOUSE WAS FULL. IT WAS ADELINA PATTI’S last performance of La Sonnambula before she returned to New York. Every box was full, every seat from the stalls to the gods was taken. Bay Middleton sat in the second row, so close to the stage that he could see the lattice of blue veins that snaked across La Patti’s décolletage, the rivulets of sweat that ran down her painted cheeks.

But though he had his eyes on the stage, Bay Middleton’s senses were concentrated on a box in the Grand Tier. He felt Blanche’s presence as vividly as if she were sitting next to him; he knew without looking round that her shoulders were bare and that two blond wisps of hair would tremble on the back of her neck. He could almost smell the cologne she used to bathe her temples. Still, he would not look up. He had been aware that he was making a mistake in coming tonight even as he fastened the dress studs in his shirt and adjusted the points of his white tie. But tomorrow Blanche would be gone and he wanted to be near her even if he could not bear to look at her.

The music fed his melancholy. He was not, like most of the audience, here merely to be seen. Bay felt the music; sometimes he would find the hairs on his arm standing on end, just as they did when he knew he was about to win a race, or when a woman looked at him in a certain way. It had happened the first time he had seen Blanche. She had pressed her foot against his at dinner and he had known, at once, that it was no accident. She had looked at him with her heavy-lidded eyes and had smiled, showing small white teeth and a glimpse of pink tongue. It had been the first of many such moments. She had been looking at him across dinner tables and ballrooms for the last year. There had been other women before her, of course, but Blanche Hozier was the first woman he had ever missed a day’s hunting for.

She had not been smiling earlier that afternoon as she stood in front of the mirror, tucking away the curls that had come loose a few minutes before. He had been marvelling, as usual, at how quickly Blanche could change back from the woman who had led him by the hand to the chaise longue to the one who stood there now checking that every hair was in place. She was still flushed, but she was once again the mistress of the house and the Colonel’s wife. She had caught his eyes in the mirror and had said without expression, ‘I am going to Combe tomorrow.’

He had said nothing, sensing that this was a declaration.

‘The Colonel is there all the time working on his drainage schemes, and as there is no chance of him coming to London, I must go to him.’ She turned to face Bay, tilting her head a little to one side as she looked at him, one of her diamond ear drops catching the light and dazzling him.

He considered this for a moment. There could be only one reason why Blanche would leave London before the end of the Season. His eyes dropped to her waist.

He blinked. ‘Are you sure?’

Blanche lifted her chin. ‘Sure enough.’

He stood up and walked towards her. She crossed her hands in front of her like a gate. He stood still. ‘A child? Oh Blanche, I am so …’ But she cut him off, as if she couldn’t bear the emotion in his voice.

‘Combe is lovely at this time of year. Isobel has a cough and I believe the country air will do her good.’

The slight huskiness that he found so beguiling had gone and she had resumed the commanding tones of Lady Blanche Hozier, the daughter of an earl and the mistress of Combe. He looked in vain for some trace of her former softness, but she was as hard as the looking glass behind her. He felt both desolation at the thought of losing her and irritation that he should be so summarily dismissed.

‘You will write to me.’ It was not a question, but Blanche had shaken her head.

‘No letters, not until afterwards. I have to be careful. If the child is a boy …’ He had seen her twist the wedding ring around her finger.

‘I will miss you, Blanche,’ he had said, putting his hand out to take hers. But she had shrunk away from him, as if he had become red hot. He had punched his fist into his other hand in frustration.

‘I wonder that you didn’t tell me, earlier?’ His eyes flickered over to the chaise longue.

Blanche looked at him, her drooping eyelids belying the fierceness of her tone.

‘I think you should leave now before the servants come back. They have seen too much already.’

He had wanted, very much, to tear her hair down and to shake her porcelain composure, but he had let his arms drop and said, ‘Are you sure the child is mine?’

This time she had turned her whole body away from him and had just pointed to the door. He had picked up his hat and gloves from the chair and left without another word.

Now, as he listened to Adelina Patti as Amina singing of her love for Elvino, he felt the blood creeping to his ears as he thought of that last remark. He wanted to look up and show Blanche that he had not meant to wound her, but he could not turn his head. He knew that her retreat to the country was the only prudent course, but he had been hurt by the manner of his sending off. If only there had been some expression of regret, some tenderness. But their liaison had ended as abruptly as it had started. He suspected that he was not Blanche’s first lover, but she had always been discreet. Bay knew that her marriage with Hozier was not a happy one. Indeed, there had been a moment when he thought that Blanche had wanted more than their afternoons in the blue drawing room and he had been terrified and excited in equal measure. But that moment had passed and he had felt nothing but relief. To elope with Blanche would have meant leaving the regiment, the country, probably. So he knew he had no right to feel aggrieved, but still – a child. He remembered the way that Blanche had refused to look at him as he left that afternoon, as if she had already erased him from her life.

La Patti hung her head at the end of her aria to receive her applause. The stage was soon covered with flowers thrown by her admirers. Bay looked up at the other side of the theatre from Blanche’s box and saw his friends Fred Baird and Chicken Hartopp in a box with two ladies. One he recognised as Fred’s aunt and the young girl he thought must be Fred’s sister. He supposed that Lady Lisle must be bringing the girl out as the mother had died years ago. He picked up his opera glasses to get a better look at the girl, conscious as he did so that Blanche might be watching him. It would do her no harm, he thought, to see that he had other interests.

But the Baird girl had drawn back, her face was in shadow, and all Bay could see of her was a kid-gloved hand tapping a fan on the side of the box. He held his glasses up for a minute longer, waiting for a glimpse of her face, but she did not reappear. It was almost as if she were hiding from his gaze.

At the interval he decided to leave; he thought he would go to his club and have a brandy. He thought of Blanche looking down at his empty seat. But as he reached the corridor he felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘Middleton, what are you doing down here?’ Chicken Hartopp looked down at him, beaming. His dundreary whiskers covered almost his entire face, but what skin there was visible was flushed with the heat. ‘Thought you would be in a box, old man, not down here with the plebs. Couldn’t help noticing a certain lady sitting opposite.’ Chicken squeezed one eye in a clumsy wink.

Bay said quickly, ‘I thought I’d listen to the music for a change. This is La Patti’s last performance before she goes back to America.’

‘An opera lover too, eh?’ Chicken started to laugh at his own joke. Bay was about to leave him to his mirth when he saw Fred Baird coming towards them.

‘Middleton, my dear chap, I thought I saw you down in the stalls. Will you come up to the box and meet my sister?’

Bay was about to refuse, but then he remembered the Baird box was in full view of where Blanche and her companions were sitting. He followed Bay and Hartopp through the crimson corridors to the box.

‘Aunt Adelaide, you know Captain Middleton, of course, and may I present my sister Charlotte.’

Bay bowed to Lady Lisle and turned to Charlotte Baird, who was small and dun-coloured, quite unlike her brother, who was large and vivid. She stretched out her hand to him and as he brushed his lips against the knuckles of her glove, he felt her hand tremble slightly.

‘How are you enjoying the Opera, Miss Baird? La Patti will be a sad loss to the company here, when she returns to New York.’ Bay was standing with his back to the auditorium. He turned slightly to the left so that an observer might notice that he was talking to a young lady. Charlotte Baird looked up at him. Bay was not as tall as Hartopp or Baird, but Charlotte still had to tilt her head up to address him.

‘I haven’t had much chance to form an opinion about the music, Captain Middleton. I don’t think my brother or Captain Hartopp have drawn breath since we arrived.’ She gave a crooked little smile. ‘Perhaps you can persuade them to be quiet. I should so like to hear the opera as well as see it.’ Bay noticed that she had a trace of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

‘I will do my best, Miss Baird, but I doubt that even the Archbishop of Canterbury himself could silence Chicken Hartopp.’

She looked at him and he saw that her eyes were the most definite thing about her face: large, with very long black lashes. He could not quite make out the colour in the gloom of the box. She held his gaze.

‘But you, Captain Middleton, you like to listen. Is that why you sit down there in the stalls?’

The crooked smile reappeared. He realised she had noticed him earlier. He thought again, how different she was from her brother. Fred was an amiable bully who was happy as long as he was in front. But this girl came up on the inside, in the blind spot.

‘I like to look up at the singers, Miss Baird; I want to feel in the middle of things.’

‘But that’s what I want, and yet here I am, surrounded by distractions.’ She waved her hands at the young men who were standing with her aunt and shrugged. The bell rang to signal the end of the interval.

‘Delighted to have met you, Miss Baird.’ Bay looked over at Fred Baird and Chicken Hartopp and said, ‘I hope you are allowed to enjoy the rest of the opera in peace.’

‘I hope so too. But Captain Middleton, you aren’t thinking of returning to your seat already? There is a lady in blue who has been staring at you these last few minutes while we have been talking; she looks as though she wants to tell you something. Won’t you look round and see what it is she has to say?’ Charlotte Baird’s voice was soft but there was something sharp in there as well. Bay did not look round, but made his way to the door at the back of the box.

‘I don’t believe anything can be more important than the Second Act, Miss Baird.’ He nodded to the others and left. Rather to his own surprise, he found himself making his way back to his seat in the stalls, aware now that he was being observed from two sides. He thought with some satisfaction of Blanche watching his conversation with Charlotte Baird from the other side of the House.

The Second Act was not as good as the first; the music could not push away his swirling thoughts. As he fidgeted in his seat he caught a faint whiff of the gardenia in his buttonhole. The flower had come from a corsage he had ordered for Blanche to wear this evening. He had been going to take it with him that afternoon, but it had arrived too late. It had been lying on the hall table when he had returned to his rooms, a mute reminder, as if he needed one, of how much had changed in the last few hours. His first impulse had been to throw it away, actually to crush the waxy white petals and the dark green glossy leaves under his heel, but as he picked up the flowers to destroy them he had been overwhelmed by their scent. The heavy sweetness was the smell of all their afternoons together in Blanche’s blue drawing room. He remembered the dust-laden motes of light that had fallen like sequins on her bare throat. The smell of the gardenias was as abundant as Blanche herself, the waxy smoothness of the petals as dense as the white skin of her shoulders. He could not resist pulling out one spray and fastening it in his buttonhole. But now, as he touched the fleshy white petals, he thought that he had never seen Blanche completely naked and now he knew that he never would. The thought made him shudder, and crush the flower between his fingers.

He was still intending to go to his club, but as he was leaving he saw Fred Baird handing his sister and aunt into their carriage. They must be going to the Spencer ball. He had been sent a card, of course, having been one of Spencer’s aide-de-camps in Ireland, but he had decided not to go. He didn’t really care for balls; there was so much clamour he could never hear what the girls were saying in their light little voices. Not that it mattered. Those debutante conversations were all the same – did he care for waltzing or polkas? Wasn’t the steeplechase most awfully dangerous? Had he ever been to Switzerland in the summer? He was standing on the corner of the Strand, when the Baird carriage passed him and he saw Charlotte’s small face looking at him through the glass. He touched his hat and she raised her hand in reply but did not, rather to his surprise, smile.

He hesitated for a moment, before turning north towards Spencer House. Blanche would be there, but then so would little Charlotte Baird. She would be grateful for a dancing partner who was not Chicken Hartopp. He knew that Hartopp was seriously pursuing the girl – she was an heiress, of course, and like all rich men, Hartopp wanted to be richer. But now he had met Charlotte, Bay found that he did not like the idea of Hartopp marrying her. Any girl who went to the Opera to listen to the music was not the right match for the cloth-eared Hartopp. He looked around for a hansom but then decided he would walk. It was a fine evening and it would not hurt to arrive a little late. Perhaps Blanche would be looking towards the door, wondering if he would arrive.
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THE BALL WAS AT ITS HEIGHT. IT WAS AT THE POINT where the women were rosy from the dancing, but before the moment when coiffures began to slip – carefully curled fringes flattening in the heat. The guests, who had been delaying their arrival so that it would appear that they had been dining at one of the more fashionable houses before the ball, had finally dared to make their appearance. The parliamentary lobbies on the Suez bill had closed and the ballroom was spotted with MPs and ministers. It was the last event of the season before people disappeared to the country for the summer, so there was an energy to the occasion as the guests tried to make the most of this last opportunity to squeeze what they wanted from the world: a promotion, a liaison, a husband, a mistress, a loan, or simply a piece of delicious gossip. No one wanted to miss this party; it was the final opportunity to acquire the baubles of hope and intrigue that would make the arid summer months bearable before the fashionable world reassembled in the autumn.

As Bay Middleton made his way up the double staircase, he saw that Earl Spencer, the Red Earl as he was known, was still standing by the door to welcome his guests. The last time Bay had seen Earl Spencer in evening dress had been in Dublin at the Vice Regal lodge. There he had been the Queen’s representative, and with his great
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My interest in Sisi began when, as a little girl, I was given a jigsaw puzzle of the famous Winterhalter picture of the Empress with diamond stars in her hair. When, many years later I was casting around for a subject on which to base a novel, I remembered Sisi and the more I learnt about her extraordinary bittersweet life, the more I wanted to write about her. This novel is based on fact: the cast of characters: Sisi, Bay, Charlotte, Earl Spencer even Chicken Hartopp are all real, even if their thoughts and feelings have been supplied by me. Sisi did come to England to hunt in 1875/6 and Bay Middleton was her pilot. Her hair did reach to the ground, and she did use raw veal as a face pack. But although the Fortune Hunter is grounded in fact, it is a novel and I have departed from the strict chronology of Sis’s life when I felt my story demanded it.

Elizabeth of Austria was the Princess Diana of nineteenth-century Europe: famously beautiful but unfulfilled in her marriage to Franz Joseph, she spent most of her life trying to find the happiness that evaded her. Her early married life was dominated by her overbearing mother-in-law, who tried to mould Sisi (Elizabeth’s nickname) into a perfect Hapsburg queen. But Sisi hated the stifling formality of the Austrian court, where every courtier had to come from four generations of aristocrats. She was politically liberal and supported the political aspirations of the Hungarians, who had rebelled against Hapsburg rule in 1848. For these reasons, Franz Joseph was not altogether sorry that Sisi spent so much time abroad travelling though Europe in her private train, or visiting her villa in Corfu on her private yacht. Sisi loved to hunt – partly for the adrenalin rush and partly, of course, because she looked so magnificent in her riding habit.

The second half of Sisi’s life was marred by tragedy. Her only son Rudolph ended his life in a suicide/murder with his teenage mistress at his hunting lodge in Mayerling in 1889. Elizabeth wore black for the rest of her life, which came to an end in 1898 when she was stabbed to death by an Italian anarchist as she was boarding a steamer on Lake Geneva. The anarchist was hoping to assassinate a member of the Russian royal family. Franz Joseph lived on until 1916 – the assassination of his nephew and heir Archduke Ferdinand was the event that triggered the First World War.

Bay Middleton (a very distant relation of the future Queen of England) was famous for being the ‘hardest rider in England’. He got his nickname from a Derby winner. He spent five years with Sisi ‘piloting’ her through the hunting seasons in England and Ireland. Their relationship has been the source of speculation ever since. It certainly aroused her son’s Rudolph’s jealousy. According to the Kenneth McMillan ballet ‘Mayerling’ it precipitated Rudolph’s descent into madness and suicide.

Very little is known about Charlotte Baird apart from the fact that she and Bay did marry. I have given her an interest in photography, an art form which was popular with intelligent young women at that time.
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Kensington Palace, September 1835

A SHAFT OF DAWN LIGHT FELL ON THE crack in the corner of the ceiling. Yesterday it had looked like a pair of spectacles, but overnight a spider had embroidered the fissure, filling in the gaps, so that now it looked, she thought, like a crown. Not the crown that her uncle wore, which had looked heavy and uncomfortable, but the sort that a Queen might wear – lacy, delicate but still strong. After all, her head, as Mama and Sir John never ceased to point out, was extremely small; when the time came, and there could be no doubt now that it would, she would need a crown that fitted.

There was a snore from the big bed. ‘Nein, nein,’ cried her mother, wrestling with her sleep demons. When she became Queen, she would insist on having a room of her own. Mama would cry, of course, and say that she was only trying to protect her precious Drina, but she would be firm. She imagined saying, ‘As the Queen, I have the Household Cavalry to protect me, Mama. I imagine I will be quite safe in my own room.’

She would one day be Queen; she knew that now. Her Uncle King was old and not in good health, and it was clearly too late for his wife, Queen Adelaide, to produce an heir to the throne. But Victoria – as she called herself although her mother and everyone else called her Alexandrina, or even worse Drina, a nickname she found demeaning rather than endearing – did not know when that time would come. If the King were to die before she attained her majority in two years’ time, it was highly likely that her mother, the Duchess of Kent, would be appointed Regent, and Sir John Conroy, her special friend, would be at her side. Victoria looked at the ceiling; Conroy was like the spider – he had spun his web over the Palace – her mother was caught fast, but, thought Victoria, she would never allow herself to be trapped.

Victoria shivered, even though it was a warm June morning. Every week in church she prayed for the health of her Uncle King, and in her head she always added a little note to the Almighty, that if He did decide to take His Majesty William IV to His bosom, please could He wait until after her eighteenth birthday?

Victoria did not have a clear idea of what being Queen would mean. She had history lessons from her governess Lehzen, and tutorials on the constitution from the Dean of Westminster, but no one could tell her what a Queen actually did all day. Her Uncle King seemed to spend most of his time taking snuff and complaining about what he called the ‘Damned Whigs’. Victoria had only seen him wearing his crown once, and that was because she had asked him to put it on for her. He told her he wore it when he opened Parliament, and asked if she would like to come with him. Victoria had answered that she would like to very much, but then her mother had said that she was too young. Victoria had heard Mama talking about it afterwards with Sir John; she had been looking at an album of watercolours behind the sofa and they had not seen her.

‘As if I would allow Drina to be seen in public with that awful old man,’ her mother had said crossly.

‘The sooner he drinks himself to death, the better,’ Sir John had replied. ‘This country needs a monarch, not a buffoon.’

The Duchess had sighed. ‘Poor little Drina. She is so young for such responsibility.’

Sir John had put his hand on her mother’s arm and said, ‘But she will not be ruling alone. You and I will make sure that she does not do anything foolish. She will be in safe hands.’

Her mother had simpered, as she always did when Sir John touched her. ‘My poor little fatherless girl, how lucky she is to have you, a man who will support her in everything.’

Victoria heard a step in the hall. Normally she had to stay in bed until her mother woke up, but today they were going to Ramsgate for the sea air, and they were to leave at nine o’clock. She was so looking forward to going away. At least in Ramsgate she would be able to look out of the window and see real people. Here in Kensington she never saw anyone. Most girls of her age would be going into society by now, but her mother and Sir John said that it was too dangerous for her to be with people of her own age. ‘Your reputation is precious,’ Sir John always said. ‘Once lost, it is gone for ever. A young girl like you is bound to make mistakes. It is better that you don’t have the opportunity.’ Victoria had said nothing; she had learnt a long time ago that to protest was useless. Conroy’s voice was always louder than hers, and her mother always supported him. All she could do was wait.

The Duchess, as usual, took a very long time to dress. Victoria and Lehzen were already sitting in the carriage by the time that her mother emerged with Conroy and her lady-in-waiting, Lady Flora Hastings. Victoria saw the three of them together on the steps, laughing at something. From the way that they glanced over to the carriage, Victoria knew that they were talking about her. Then the Duchess spoke to Lady Flora, who came down the steps towards the carriage.

‘Good morning, Your Royal Highness, Baroness.’ Lady Flora, a sandy-haired woman in her late twenties who always carried a Bible in her pocket, got into the carriage. ‘The Duchess has asked me to accompany you and the Baroness to Ramsgate.’ Lady Flora smiled, showing her gums. ‘And I thought it might be an opportunity for us to go through some points of protocol. When my brother came to visit the other day, I noticed you referred to him as His Grace. But you should know that only Dukes are called Your Grace. A mere Marquess like my brother,’ here the gums became even more prominent, ‘is not entitled to such an honorific. He was delighted, of course – every Marquess wants to be a Duke – but I thought it was my duty to inform you of the mistake. It is a small thing, I know, but these details are so important, as I am sure you will agree.’

Victoria said nothing, but glanced at Lehzen, who was clearly resenting Lady Flora’s intrusion as much as she was. Lady Flora leant forward. ‘Of course, Baroness, you have been an exemplary governess, but there are nuances that, being German, you cannot expect to understand.’

Seeing a little flicker in Lehzen’s jaw, Victoria said, ‘I believe I have a headache. I think I shall try and sleep in the carriage.’

Flora nodded, though clearly irked not to be given further chances to point out Victoria and Lehzen’s shortcomings. Looking at her sallow, disappointed face, Victoria closed her eyes with relief. As she dozed off, she wondered, not for the first time, why her mother always chose to share a carriage with Sir John Conroy and never with her.

Although her headache in the carriage was a ruse to avoid the insufferable Lady Flora’s lectures, Victoria began to feel genuinely unwell on the second day of her visit to Ramsgate. When she woke up, her throat was so sore she could barely swallow.

She went over to her mother’s bed. The Duchess was fast asleep, and Victoria had to push at her shoulder quite hard before she opened her eyes. ‘Was ist los, Drina?’ she said, annoyed. ‘Why are you waking me up? It is still so early.’

‘I have a sore throat, Mama, and such a headache. I think perhaps I need to see the doctor.’

The Duchess sighed and, raising herself up in the bed, put her hand to Victoria’s forehead. The hand felt cool and soft against her skin. Victoria leant against it, suddenly longing to lie down and put her head on her mother’s shoulder. Perhaps her mother would allow her to get into her bed.

‘Ach, it is just as normal. You are always exaggerating, Drina.’ The Duchess put her curl-papered head on the pillows and went back to sleep.

When Lehzen saw Victoria grimace as she tried to swallow her tea at the breakfast table, she came over at once. ‘What is the matter, Highness, are you not feeling well?’

‘It hurts to swallow, Lehzen.’ Although the great pleasure of her days at Ramsgate was to walk along the front looking at the sea and at the dresses of the other ladies, with her spaniel, Dash, running around at her feet, today all Victoria wanted to do was to lie down in a cool, dark room.

This time it was Lehzen who put her hand on Victoria’s forehead. It was warmer than her mother’s hand and not so soft, but comforting. Wincing and giving Victoria’s cheek a stroke, the governess went over to the Duchess, who was drinking coffee at a table in the window with Sir John and Lady Flora.

‘I think, Ma’am, that we should call Dr Clark down from London. I am afraid that the Princess is unwell.’

‘Oh, Lehzen, you are always fussing. I felt Drina’s head this morning myself, and it was fine.’

‘To summon the royal doctor from London,’ said Conroy, ‘would occasion much alarm. We do not want the people to think that the Princess is delicate. If indeed she is unwell, and I have to say she looks quite healthy to me, then we should consult a local man.’

Lehzen took a step towards Conroy and said, ‘I am telling you, Sir John, that the Princess must see a doctor, a good one. What does it matter what people think when her health is in danger?’

The Duchess threw up her hands, and said in her strong German accent, ‘Oh, Baroness, you always exaggerate so. It is just a summer cold, and there is no need for having all this fuss.’

Lehzen was about to protest again when the Duchess put up a hand to stop her. ‘I think, Baroness, that I know what is best for my daughter.’

Conroy nodded and said in his confident baritone, ‘The Duchess is right. The Princess has a tendency to malinger, as we know.’

Victoria did not hear Lehzen’s reply, as dizziness overwhelmed her and she found herself falling to the floor.

She woke up in a darkened room. But it was not cool; indeed, she felt so hot she thought she must melt. She must have made a noise because Lehzen was at her side, putting a cold cloth on her cheeks and forehead.

‘I am so hot, Lehzen.’

‘It is the fever, but it will pass.’

‘Where is Mama?’

Lehzen sighed. ‘She will be here soon, Liebes, I am sure.’

Victoria closed her eyes and fell back into the hot fitful sleep of fever.

At some point in that long day, Victoria surfaced and could smell the lavender water her mother always wore. She tried to call to her, but her voice was just a dry croak. When she opened her eyes, the room was still dark and she could see nothing. Then she heard her mother speak. ‘Poor little Drina, she has been so ill. I hope it will not affect her looks.’

‘Dr Clark says that she is strong and will pull through,’ Conroy answered.

‘If anything were to happen to her, my life would be over! I would have to go back to Coburg.’

‘When the fever passes, I think we should make some arrangements as to the future. If I were to become her Private Secretary, it would mean there could be no . . . foolishness.’

Victoria heard her mother say, ‘Dear Sir John. You will guide Victoria as you have always guided me.’ Victoria heard a sigh and then some rustling, and then Conroy said in a lower voice, ‘We will guide her together.’

‘Always.’

Victoria turned her face to find a cool place on the pillow and disappeared into her feverish dreams.

The next time she opened her eyes, there was light coming in through the windows and Lehzen’s anxious face bending over her. ‘How are you feeling, Highness?’

Victoria smiled. ‘Better, I think.’

She felt a hand take her wrist, and saw Dr Clark standing by her bedside. ‘The pulse is much stronger today. I think the Princess might have some nourishment, a little broth or beef tea.’

‘Certainly, Doctor, I will attend to it immediately.’ Lehzen was going to the door when the Duchess rushed in, her hair in an elaborate confection of ringlets on either side of her head.

‘Drina! I have been so worried.’ She looked at Dr Clark. ‘May I touch her, Doctor?’

The doctor bowed. ‘Now that the fever has passed, there is no danger of contagion, Ma’am.’

The Duchess sat on the bed and started to stroke Victoria’s cheek. ‘You look so pale and thin, but your looks will return. We will take such good care of you.’

Victoria tried to smile, but found it too much effort. She thought her mother looked very fine that morning. She was wearing a dress in striped silk that Victoria had not seen before and new diamond drops dangling from her ears.

‘Thank goodness I sent to London for you, Dr Clark,’ said the Duchess. ‘Who knows what might have happened otherwise?’

‘I believe the Princess has contracted typhus, which can be fatal, but I feel sure that with the right care Her Royal Highness will make a full recovery.’

Lehzen returned carrying a bowl of broth. She sat down on the other side of the bed, and started to spoon it into Victoria’s mouth.

‘Thank you, Lehzen, but I will be feeding my daughter.’ The Duchess took the spoon and the bowl out of the Baroness’s hands. Victoria watched as Lehzen went to stand at the back of the room.

Her mother pushed the spoon against her lips and Victoria let the broth trickle down her throat. ‘And now another one, Liebes.’

Victoria opened her mouth obediently.

A floorboard creaked loudly as Conroy came into the room. ‘What a touching scene! The devoted mother nursing her daughter back to health.’

Victoria closed her mouth. ‘Just a little more, Liebes,’ said the Duchess, but Victoria shook her head.

Conroy loomed over her, standing behind her mother. ‘I must congratulate you on your recovery, Your Royal Highness. Thank goodness you have inherited your mother’s robust constitution.’

The Duchess smiled. ‘Drina is a true Coburg.’

Conroy bared his teeth at Victoria in a smile. ‘But now you are on the road to recovery, there is a matter that we must attend to. Unlike you, the King is not so robust, and it is vital that we are prepared for what comes next.’

He reached inside his coat and pulled out a piece of paper covered in script. ‘I have prepared a document appointing me as your Private Secretary. Your mother and I think that is the best way to ensure that you will be protected when you come to the throne.’

‘Yes, Drina, you are so young and so frail. Sir John will be your rock.’

From where she lay, Victoria could see Conroy’s hand resting on her mother’s shoulder and the flush that was spreading across her mother’s cheek.

Conroy put the paper on the bed next to her hand and picked up a quill and an inkwell from the writing desk next to the window. ‘It is all very easy.’ Conroy stood by the bed with the pen and ink. ‘When you have signed the paper, I will make all the arrangements.’

‘You are so lucky, Drina, to have someone who will always protect your interests,’ said the Duchess.

Conroy bent down with the quill, and Victoria could smell the ambition on his breath. She looked into his dark eyes, and shook her head.

Conroy stared at her, a tiny muscle quivering at the corner of his mouth. ‘I look forward to serving you as faithfully as I have your mother.’

Victoria shook her head again. Conroy looked at the Duchess, who put her hand on her daughter’s. ‘We just want to do what is best for you, Liebes. To protect you from your so wicked uncles. That awful Cumberland will do everything to stop you from being Queen.’

Victoria tried to sit up, but her body betrayed her and she felt tears of frustration coming to her eyes. She saw that Lehzen was leaning forward, her hands clenched, her eyes blazing with fury at Conroy. Her governess’s anger gave Victoria heart. She turned her head to her mother and said as loudly as she could, ‘No, Mama.’

Her mother’s ringlets quivered. ‘Oh, Drina, you are still weak from the fever. We will talk about this later.’

She felt Conroy press the quill into her hand and put it on the paper. ‘We can talk about the details certainly, but first you must sign this.’

Victoria turned to Conroy and said with great effort, ‘I . . . will . . . never . . . sign.’

Conroy’s hand tightened around her wrist as he bent down and whispered in her ear, ‘But you must.’

Somehow she found the strength to pull her hand away. In doing so she upset the inkwell, whose contents poured in a great black stain across the bedclothes. Her mother shrieked in alarm, as she stood up to protect her new dress. ‘Oh, Drina, what have you done!’

Conroy stared at her in fury. ‘I cannot allow this . . . this behaviour. I will not have it.’

He raised his hand, and for a moment Victoria thought he might strike her, but Lehzen stepped in front of him. ‘I think the Princess is looking flushed, don’t you agree, Doctor? Perhaps you should check her pulse in case the fever is returning.’

Dr Clark hesitated, not wanting to upset his patron, the Duchess. Reflecting, however, that it would be even worse to antagonise the heir to the throne, he stepped forward and took Victoria’s wrist. ‘Indeed the pulse appears to be somewhat elevated. I think the Princess should rest now – it would be most unfortunate if the fever should return.’

The Duchess looked at Conroy, who was standing quite still, his face white with anger. ‘Come, Sir John, we will talk to Drina again when she is more herself. She is too ill to know what she is doing.’ Taking him by the arm, she guided him out of the room, Dr Clark following in their wake.

When they were alone, Victoria looked up at Lehzen, who was trying to contain the ink stain on the bedding, and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

The Baroness bent down and kissed her on the forehead. ‘You were so brave, Highness.’ She squeezed Victoria’s hand. ‘I know that you will be a great Queen.’

Victoria smiled before closing her eyes in exhaustion. She could still make out the faint scent of lavender. She would never forgive her mother for allowing Conroy to bully her like this. How could Mama not see that her own daughter was more important than that awful man? They would come back again, she knew, with their paper. But she would never sign it. They would all be sorry – Mama, Conroy, Lady Flora – for being so hateful. They thought she was nothing, a pawn to be moved about, but one day she would be Queen. Then everything would be different. If only her Uncle King would live until she was eighteen.
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