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Chapter 1


MONDAY, APRIL 8, 1935

KILHENNY CASTLE, IRELAND

Darcy has gone. Not sure what to do next.



I should have known it was too good to last.

I had spent the last two months at Kilhenny Castle, Darcy’s ancestral home. I had experienced the merriest Christmas I had ever known, with Darcy, his eccentric family and the Polish princess Zou Zou Zamanska. We had fought hard to prove Lord Kilhenny’s innocence when he was wrongly accused of a crime and had managed to gain back his castle. The next month was spent making it habitable again. It had been a wonderful, almost miraculous time to be close to the man I loved, to actually be planning our wedding in the summer. Darcy had also been helping his father to restore the racing stable, now owned by the princess, to its former glory and they had succeeded in winning the gold cup at the Punchestown races.

But all good things must come to an end. Darcy had never been the sort to stay in one place for long. Neither had the princess. She had flitted between Ireland and London in her little aeroplane as casually as if she was going down to the corner shop for a loaf of bread. Then one day in March she announced that she was leaving to enter a round-the-world air race. Darcy’s father, usually never one to let his feelings show, had stomped around miserably for days after she had gone. They were clearly fond of each other, but as far as I knew he hadn’t declared his love for her. Perhaps his stupid pride made him think that he didn’t have enough to offer her, either in rank or in fortune. Not that she would have cared. Zou Zou, as she liked her friends to call her, was one of the most open and generous people I have ever met. And I think she had definitely fallen for the roguish Lord Kilhenny. Who wouldn’t? He had the same rugged good looks and wicked twinkle in his eye as his son!

Then shortly after Zou Zou flew off in her tiny plane, Darcy came to me and said he’d have to leave for a while. He had an assignment that he couldn’t refuse. Even though we were engaged to be married he had never revealed to me for whom he was actually working, although he had dropped hints that it was the British secret service.

“How long will you be gone, do you think?” I asked, trying to look light and cheerful.

“I have no idea,” he said.

“And I suppose you can’t tell me where you’ll be going or what you’ll be doing?”

He grinned then. “You know I can’t. And actually I don’t know myself yet.”

I stood there, looking at him, thinking how incredibly handsome he was with those wild dark curls and alarming blue eyes. I took his hands. “Darcy, will it be like this when we’re married?” I asked and heard a little catch in my voice. “Will you always be going off somewhere and leaving me at home to worry about you?”

“You don’t need to worry about me,” he said. “I’m a big boy. I can take good care of myself. But as to what I do when we’re married, we’ll just have to play it by ear. Maybe we’ll move back here to the castle and raise our children the way I was raised. But I want to make enough money to provide for you. You know that.”

“Yes, I know,” I said, fighting back an embarrassing tear, “but I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, you silly old thing.” He stroked back a curl from my cheek. “I’ll be in London first,” he added. “I’ll make an appointment to see the king’s private secretary and see how things are progressing.”

He was talking about our wedding, of course. In case you don’t know, I am the daughter of the Duke of Rannoch, great-granddaughter to Queen Victoria and second cousin to the king. As such I am part of the line of succession—currently thirty-fifth in line to the throne. And members of the royal family are not allowed by law to marry Catholics. Darcy was a Catholic so the only way to be allowed to marry him was to renounce my claim to the throne. This was all rather silly as there was little likelihood that I’d find myself crowned Queen of England (not unless there was a plague or flood of biblical proportions). But the whole thing had to be done properly. Darcy had presented a petition on my behalf. Then it had to be approved by Parliament. The petition had been presented, but we had heard nothing. So the wedding date was in limbo and it was most unsettling. I rather wished we had managed to reach Gretna Green, as Darcy had once tried to do, and been married in secret.

But left alone in the Irish countryside, now doubts crept into my mind. What if Parliament refused to let me renounce my claim? Could we defy them and marry? We’d have to leave England and live abroad if necessary because I was going to marry Darcy. Nothing was going to stop me. But it was an unsettling time, suddenly finding myself alone at Kilhenny Castle with Darcy’s father. He had never been the most genial of men. Now he was clearly worried about Zou Zou so he went around with a scowl on his face and became annoyed by the smallest of things—much the way he had been when I first arrived there in December.

I, in turn, was worried about Darcy, about the future of our marriage and to what dangerous part of the globe he might be sent. More than anything I wondered what I should be doing next. I sensed that Lord Kilhenny welcomed my company and would sink into deeper gloom if I left. And yet I felt lonely, unsettled and out of place in Ireland. I enjoyed visits to Darcy’s eccentric great-aunt and great-uncle, who lived in a rambling old house nearby, as well as walks through the countryside, where roadside hedges were now blooming with spring flowers and the air smelled of spring. But I wanted to be gone.

My thoughts often turned to my friend Belinda who had fled to Italy to have a baby that no one should know about. Was she feeling equally lonely? She had suggested when I last saw her that I come and stay with her in Italy, but I had heard nothing since and had no address in Italy to write to. I hoped she was all right. I also worried about my grandfather in London. I had written to him several times, but had heard nothing in return since Christmas, when I had received a rather lurid card and a box of Quality Street chocolates. I knew he wasn’t much of a writer, but I was concerned about his health. He had a weak chest and the London fogs were often brutal in winter. I would have gone to London to visit him, but I had nowhere to stay. My brother, the current duke, owned our family home, Rannoch House on Belgrave Square, but he and my dreaded sister-in-law, Fig, had gone to the south of France for the winter and Fig had made it clear to me that I was not to use their house while they were gone.

Zou Zou had also said that I was always welcome to stay with her when I was in London, but she was on a round-the-world race, which might take months. So I stayed on in Ireland, rushing to the post every morning in the hope of news from somebody. And then one morning I went out for an early walk. It was a perfect spring day. Daffodils were blooming all over the castle grounds. Birds were singing madly in the trees, which now sported new buds. The air smelled fresh and fragrant. It was the sort of day to go for a long ride, but the only horses at Kilhenny these days were at the racing stable and I didn’t think Darcy’s father would trust me with one of his prized mounts.

I was halfway down the path to the front gate when I met the postman, coming toward me on his bicycle.

“Top of the morning, my lady,” he said, coming to a halt beside me. “’Tis a grand day, is it not? And a letter for yourself from London, no less.”

He handed it to me. A fat envelope. I looked for Darcy’s black, impatient scrawl, but instead I saw my brother’s handwriting. So they were home in England again.

“I see there’s a crest on the back of that envelope,” the postman said, eyeing it curiously. “So it’s from some lord or lady, is it? I expect it’s important, then.”

He was hovering, waiting for me to open it. Although I was dying to know why my brother might be writing to me after such a long silence, I certainly wasn’t going to open it with the postman peering over my shoulder, ready to spread the news to the rest of the village.

“Thank you very much,” I said. “I’d better go indoors and read it, hadn’t I?”

I saw him watching me with disappointment as I went back up the path to the castle. Once inside I went into the dining room and poured myself a cup of coffee. There was no sign of Darcy’s father. He went to the stables at the crack of dawn most mornings and I had become used to eating breakfast alone. I had just sat down when the housekeeper, Mrs. McCarthy, came into the room bringing a dish of smoked haddock.

She started when she saw me. “Oh, your ladyship, I didn’t know you were already up, and me with no breakfast ready for you.”

“Please don’t worry, Mrs. McCarthy,” I said. “I was going out for a walk and then I met the postman and he had a letter for me, so I wanted to come inside and read it right away.”

“Oh, how lovely. A letter for you.” She beamed with pleasure. “It’s not from Mr. Darcy himself, is it?”

“Unfortunately, no,” I said.

“My, but that’s a grand crest on the envelope,” she said, hovering behind me with the dish of haddock still in her hands.

“It’s from my brother, the Duke of Rannoch,” I said.

“Oh, your brother. Well, isn’t that grand.” She showed no sign of moving away. I was beginning to think that curiosity was a local trait. “No doubt he’s got some news for you. That looks like it could be a long letter.”

“Well, he’s just come back from the south of France,” I said. “I expect he’s giving me a full report on his time there.”

“Oh, the Riviera. Now, isn’t that grand? I expect they had a lovely time there. All those yachts and things.”

It was quite clear she didn’t plan to move.

“Don’t you think you should put the dish of haddock onto the warming tray or it will get cold?” I said.

She chuckled. “Would you look at me. I’d quite forgotten I’d got the thing in my hands.”

As she headed for the sideboard with the various breakfast dishes on it I opened the envelope. Two more letters fell out as well as one page of writing paper with the Rannoch crest on it. I read that first.


My dear Georgiana,

I hope this finds you in good health. We were not sure where to send the enclosed, but I’m mailing them to O’Mara’s address in Ireland in the hope that you might still be there. We did read in the English newspapers about the amazing turn of events concerning Lord Kilhenny and I must say I am very glad for you that he was cleared of any wrongdoing.

We arrived back from Nice to find the enclosed letters waiting on the hall table. It appears they had been posted some time ago, but the house had been shut up with no servants until we returned home. I see one of the letters comes from Buckingham Palace. I do hope it was nothing urgent. I took the liberty of dropping a line to Their Majesties’ private secretary to say we had all been out of the country and I was forwarding the letter to you.

We all had a splendid time at Foggy and Ducky’s villa—well, not exactly splendid. It was a trifle crowded. The term “villa” is actually somewhat of an overstatement. It’s an ordinary small house on a backstreet in Nice, but is within walking distance of the sea. The water was too cold for bathing, but we took some nice walks. Podge was disgusted that the beach was not sandy, but he’s a good little chap and amused himself well.

We’ll be in London for a couple of weeks before we head back to Scotland and look forward to hearing from you.

Your affectionate brother,

Binky



I looked up. Mrs. McCarthy had now deposited the haddock on its warming tray and had returned to hover behind me.

“All is well, I trust, your ladyship?” she asked.

I folded the letter. “Thank you, Mrs. McCarthy. All is indeed well. And I think I’ll leave the other letters until I’ve enjoyed your delicious smoked haddock.”

I think I heard her sigh as she admitted defeat and went back to the kitchen.

When I had finished my breakfast I retreated to my bedroom and opened the other letters. The royal one first, naturally. It was from the queen, not dictated to a secretary but written with her own hand.


My dear Georgiana,

I trust you are well. I understand from the king’s secretary that your young man has indicated that you wish to marry him and, given his Catholic faith, have expressed yourself willing to abandon your place in the line of succession.

This is indeed a big step, Georgiana, and one not to be undertaken without a great deal of thought. I would expect to hear from your lips that this is indeed your intention and that you are quite sure of the ramifications. To that end I hope you will come to the palace and we can discuss your situation over tea. Please let my secretary know when might be a convenient date for you.

His Majesty sends you his warmest wishes, as do I,

Mary R.



(You’ll notice that even in an informal letter to a cousin she was still Mary Regina. One never stops being a queen.)

I stared at the letter for a long time while my stomach twisted itself into knots. Did this mean that they might not approve the marriage, nor give me permission to abandon my claim to the throne? It all seemed so silly. They had four healthy sons and already two granddaughters, with the promise of many more grandchildren to come. I should go to London immediately and sort things out with her. Let her know that I intended to marry Darcy no matter what. I felt my stomach give an extra little twist when that thought popped into my mind. Queen Mary was a rather terrifying person. I had never crossed her in my life before. I don’t believe many people have dared to do so. The only exception being her son and heir, the Prince of Wales. She had let him know quite clearly that she did not approve of his friendship with the American woman Mrs. Simpson. Not only was that lady currently married to someone else, but she had already been divorced once. The Church of England, of which the king is the head, does not countenance divorce. I don’t think the queen ever believed that her son would contemplate marriage to such a person. She trusted that he would do the right thing when the time came and make a suitable match, like his younger brother George, whose wedding to the Greek princess Marina I had just attended.

I put that letter on my dressing table, then opened the other. It bore Italian stamps and I noticed the date on the postmark. January 21, 1935. Poor Belinda—she had written to me in January and I hadn’t replied.


My dear Georgie,

Well, I have done it! I have fled to Italy as I promised and have rented an adorable little cottage on the shore of Lake Maggiore, just outside the town of Stresa. The views are spectacular. I have oranges growing on my back terrace. I have engaged Francesca, who comes in daily to cook and clean. She is determined to fatten me up and cooks the most divine pastas and cakes. So everything is going as smoothly as one could hope at this moment. Except for the loneliness. You know me—I like to be in the middle of things, out dancing, having fun. And here I am shut away from my own kind, reading books and even knitting during the long evenings. I’m not a very good knitter, I have to confess, and the poor child would be naked were it not for Francesca and her sisters, who have knitted little garments with lightning speed for me.

As to the question of the poor child—I am still in an agony of indecision. I cannot be saddled with a baby. How could I? If word got out I should be spoiled goods for life with no hope of ever marrying well. To be honest, with my past I have little hope of securing the son of a duke or earl, but an American millionaire would do quite well! But what to do with the baby? At least I have made inquiries about a clinic where I can give birth. Not in Italy, definitely. All those Francescas fussing around me!

Fortunately Lake Maggiore lies half in Italy and half in Switzerland. So all I have to do is take the steamer to the top end of the lake and admit myself to a lovely clean, sterile and efficient Swiss clinic in good time for the birth. Golly, when I write that word I feel most apprehensive. One hears such horror stories.

I sit here on my terrace, watching the ships going up and down the lake, and I think of you. I hope you are with your dear Darcy and all is finally well. I did read in an English newspaper that his father was found to be innocent. Jolly good for you and Darcy, finding out the truth. I’m glad one of us is going to be happy. Do let me know when the wedding will be, won’t you?

Or better yet come over to stay for a while, if Darcy can spare you. You’d love my sweet little house and we’d pick oranges and gossip and laugh just like we did when we were in school together. Please say yes, even if it’s only for a week or two. I will happily pay your fare. To be completely honest I wish you could be with me around the time of the birth. It’s rather frightening to know that I’ll be alone with no relative to hold my hand. Of course my family cannot be told under any circumstances. Can you imagine my stepmother crowing with delight over my downfall and shame? She would probably try to stop me from inheriting Grandmama’s money if she knew.

So do write back, dear, dear Georgie. I long to get a letter and long even more to see your smiling face.

Your lonely friend,

Belinda



I put that letter to join the queen’s on my dressing table and sat staring out of the window. White clouds raced across the sky. Seagulls wheeled in the strong spring breeze. I pictured Belinda’s lake with the orange tree on her terrace and poor Belinda sitting all alone, dreading what lay ahead of her, hoping for a letter or a visit from a friend.

I should go to her, I decided. I’d want my friend to come to my aid if such a thing had happened to me. There was nothing to stop me from going out to Italy if Darcy was away. He hadn’t told me how long he’d be gone. I don’t suppose he knew it himself. In the past he’d been in such far-flung regions as Australia and Argentina. This time it might be China or Antarctica for all I knew. And Belinda had offered to pay my fare. I now had a small savings account so I could afford to buy the ticket, but that money was for my wedding … if it was allowed to happen.

I went over to the wall and tugged on the bell pull. Now that I had come to a decision I wanted to leave on the next boat before I got cold feet about crossing the Continent alone.
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Chapter 2


MONDAY, APRIL 8

KILHENNY CASTLE

At last I have a plan and a mission in life. Can’t wait to see Belinda and her orange trees!



Almost immediately I heard the patter of little feet running down the corridor toward me. My door opened and a little freckled face, topped with the brightest red hair you have ever seen, poked around my door.

I smiled at the eager little face, thinking how different she was from my former maid, Queenie. I would have had to ring at least three times before she showed up and then the whole room would shake with the clomp of her approaching feet. But Queenie was now happily installed as undercook with Darcy’s great aunt and uncle. Either she had improved or they simply didn’t notice when she burned down their kitchen but I had heard no complaints about her. I rather suspected that their house was so eccentric and chaotic that they’d only laugh if her puddings wound up on the ceiling.

“You rang, my lady?” my new maid asked, dropping a curtsy.

“I did, Kathleen,” I said. She was a girl from Kilhenny village, the daughter of the baker, and had proved herself a quick learner and so eager to please it was almost embarrassing. She was like a devoted spaniel, not leaving my side for a second. Of course, she was not without her share of mistakes, as she had never had to wash silk stockings, press velvet or handle any other delicate fabrics. Fortunately I did not possess much of the above and most of my wardrobe had been left at my brother’s house in London. But I have to say she learned from her mistakes and never repeated them.

“Please go up to the box room and bring down my suitcases. You’ll find my labels on them. And then pack all my things, the way I showed you, between tissue paper.”

Her forehead wrinkled and she looked as if she might be about to cry. “You’re going away, my lady? You’re leaving us?”

“We’re going to London and then maybe to Italy.”

“We?” she asked in a horrified voice.

“You’re coming too, of course.”

She had wide blue eyes to start with. These now became impossibly large with alarm.

“Holy Mother of God!” She crossed herself. “London? And Italy? Me? Oh no, my lady. I could never go to foreign parts.”

“But a lady’s maid always accompanies her mistress when she travels,” I said. “Who else would look after the luggage and help me dress on the train?”

She had backed away now until she was pressed against the door.

“But, my lady, when I took on this job as your maid, I thought it meant looking after you here, at Kilhenny Castle, not tripping off to foreign parts. My mother would never let me go and be among all those heathens and wicked men.”

I tried not to smile. “Actually they are not heathens, Kathleen. In Italy they are all Catholics like you.” It did cross my mind that they pinched bottoms in Italy, but I added, “Your pope himself lives in Italy.”

Her face brightened a little. “The pope? That’s right. Rome is in Italy, isn’t it? And the pope lives in Rome. Will you be seeing him, then, your ladyship?”

“I think that’s highly unlikely,” I said. I realized as I said it that I could have bribed her with a possible visit to the Vatican, but I couldn’t see how I would fit Rome into a stay on the Italian lakes on the Swiss border. “The place I’m staying is far from Rome, I’m afraid,” I added.

Her face fell. “No matter,” she said. “Me mother wouldn’t let me go even if it was to see the Holy Father himself. She’d die of worry and grief.”

“It would only be for a few weeks at the most, Kathleen,” I said. “And what about when Mr. Darcy and I get married? We will probably decide to live in England most of the time.”

“England?” she echoed, making it sound as if I had just said Zululand. She shook her head violently. “I’m sorry, my lady. I’m proud and happy to be your maid when you’re here at the castle, but don’t go asking me to travel with you to heathen parts, because I couldn’t desert me mother like that.”

It seemed that even London counted as heathen parts to Kathleen. I was afraid she had made up her mind. I was either going to travel maidless back to England or I was going to have to reclaim Queenie. Oh golly. The thought of bringing Queenie back to Rannoch House was almost more than I could bear. My sister-in-law hated her so violently that I’d have to endure a constant tirade. And then Queenie would probably prove my sister-in-law’s point by clogging up the loo and flooding the bathroom or burning my best velvet dress.

I sent Kathleen up to retrieve my suitcases and tried to think of a way around this. I could travel without a maid, I supposed. Many modern women did. Even Princess Zou Zou had flitted between here and London with no maid for the first month before she sent for her maid from Eaton Square. The problem was one really needed a maid to assist in dressing and undressing. So many dresses and blouses were made with tiny buttons down the back, impossible to do up alone. And frankly I had little idea of the correct way to clean the various items I wore. I tried to recall how awful Queenie had been. Did I have an exaggerated memory of her disasters? She hadn’t been too bad most of the time. And she had been jolly brave on a couple of occasions, helping to save me from dire predicaments. And she loved going abroad. So did I owe it to her to give her the chance to accompany me to Italy? I realized that it would not be the right thing to sneak away without telling her.

I waited until Kathleen, now rather weepy at the thought of losing me, had reappeared with my bags, then I went downstairs and found Mrs. McCarthy in the kitchen.

“If his lordship comes back, please tell him that I’ve borrowed the estate car for a few moments,” I said. “I’m going to see his great-aunt.”

“I will do that, my lady,” Mrs. McCarthy replied. “So I’m hoping it was good news that you had in all those letters?”

“It was, thank you,” I replied. “It appears I have to return to London immediately to meet the queen.”

“Fancy that.” A look of awe crossed her face. “Never did I think that I’d hear those words spoken in a house where I was working. But then I’m forgetting that you’re related to His Majesty yourself, aren’t you? Mr. Darcy told us about you being so highborn and quite pally with royalty.”

“So you’ll tell Lord Kilhenny, will you?”

“That you’re going to be meeting the Queen of England?” she asked.

“No, that I’m borrowing the estate car. I won’t be long.”

Then I hurried out before she could prolong the conversation.

As I drove through the village I looked at it quite fondly. It was comforting to know I would be back, that Darcy and I would visit his father and share festive occasions with him. At last a place where I would belong and be welcome. If I was ever allowed to marry Darcy, that is. I felt a knot in my stomach when I thought of meeting the queen. I could just imagine her smooth, imperious voice saying, “No, Georgiana, it is quite out of the question. You may not be permitted to marry him and that’s that.”

Maybe I was reading too much into that letter, I told myself. Maybe the queen just wanted to hear from my own lips that I wanted to marry Darcy. I negotiated the steep hill beyond the village and crossed over the little bridge. The stream was running high after so much rain. Then I turned in at the gate leading to Mountjoy, home to Sir Dooley and Lady Whyte, Darcy’s great-uncle and great-aunt. In spite of its name Mountjoy was not on a hillside, nor did it look joyful. It was a large ramshackle building with gables and a turret at one end. Chickens and ducks wandered across the forecourt. A few sheep and a cow looked over the fence from the field to my left. At the sound of the motor a pack of dogs emerged from the front door and jumped around me, barking wildly. As I came to a halt the owner of the house came out. Great-Aunt Oona was a large woman with many chins. She always wore an odd assortment of clothing and today she was wearing a purple silk tea dress with a fringed shawl over it, a flowery apron over that and to finish off the whole outfit gum boots.

“What in the name of goodness is all that row about?” she demanded. Then she saw me and a smile lit up her face.

“Well, aren’t you a treat to behold?” she said. “I was just saying to Dooley last night that we should go over and rescue you, now that Darcy has flown the coop. I expect it’s pretty bloody with just Thaddy there. Has he reverted to his old bad-tempered self?”

“He’s a bit grumpy sometimes,” I admitted. “He’s missing Zou Zou.”

“Well, of course he is. And worried about her, I don’t doubt. A round-the-world air race indeed! And that little contraption she’s flying is little more than paper and string. Still, it’s Thaddy’s own fault. I told him he should make his intentions known. Snap her up before some other man does. But you know him.”

I nodded. “Too proud,” I said. “Doesn’t think he has enough to offer her.”

“Absolutely right. Well, you’d better come inside, hadn’t you?” She led the way, shouting to the dogs, “Out of the way, you great stupid beasts,” and then bellowing, “Dooley, come down here on the double. It’s your favorite young lady come to see you.”

We went through into a sitting room where there was, as usual, nowhere to sit. Every surface was piled high with papers, books, a violin, a basket of eggs, a summer hat and a large tabby cat. Oona lifted the eggs from an armchair and motioned for me to sit.

“You’re in luck,” she said. “That girl of yours baked shortbread this morning. Got a deft hand with baking, I’ll say that for her. She’s a gem, she is. And Treadwell’s getting past it, although he won’t admit it.”

It was astonishing to hear Queenie described as a gem. “Disaster” and “hopeless” were more usual descriptions. It really did seem that she might have found her niche at last.

“So she hasn’t done anything dreadful lately?” I asked. “Not destroyed Dooley’s battle of Waterloo again?” (Uncle Dooley was reenacting the battle of Waterloo with toy soldiers in an upstairs room. He took it very seriously.)

“He’s done with Waterloo, more’s the pity,” Oona said.

“Done with it?”

“Wellington won. Napoleon has been sent to St. Helena. All over.” She clapped her hands. “And now Dooley’s lost. Doesn’t know what to do with himself. I told him to repaint the soldiers and start another battle, but his heart has gone out of it.”

As she was speaking, the door opened and Uncle Dooley came in. He was a tiny sprite of a man, in absolute contrast to his enormous wife. His eyes sparkled when he saw me.

“Here you are, Dooley. Something to cheer you up. Your favorite young lady.”

Dooley beamed and came over to kiss my hand. “How lovely to see you, my dear.” He turned to Oona. “She’s looking awfully well, isn’t she?”

“She always looks well. Picture of health,” Oona said. “Darcy certainly picked a winner.”

I felt my cheeks turning pink at this discussion about me.

“Where is the boy?” Dooley said. “Haven’t seen him for a few days.”

“He’s gone, Uncle Dooley. I’m not sure where. You know what he’s like.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he isn’t a gun runner or a drug smuggler,” Dooley said calmly.

“Of course he’s not,” Oona said. “He’s a spy. You know that. That’s why he can’t tell us what he does.”

They both laughed at this as if it was a great joke. Then Oona found a bell among the chaos and rang it. Instead of Treadwell the butler it was Queenie who appeared.

“You rang, Lady Whyte?” she asked. Then she saw me. “Whatcha, miss,” she said.

Again I marveled that she could address Oona perfectly but had never managed to call me “my lady.”

“We’ll have coffee and some of that shortbread you made this morning, Queenie,” Oona said.

“Wouldn’t you rather have some of the plum cake?” Queenie asked. From the guarded look on her face I suspected another disaster.

“No, the shortbread, please. You know Sir Dooley is particularly fond of shortbread.”

Queenie twisted her apron nervously. “It’s just that it didn’t quite turn out as I expected.”

“But I tried a piece. It was delicious.”

“That was before I tipped the rest into the washing-up water by mistake,” she said. “I tried drying it out, but it don’t taste the same really.”

“Honestly, Queenie,” Oona said with a surprisingly understanding smile. “Oh well. Plum cake it had better be.”

As Queenie went out Oona gave me an exasperated grin. “She’s getting so much better too. Whole days without an accident and she really does have a light touch with baking.”

“So you wouldn’t want me to take her off your hands, then?” I asked.

“Why? Were you planning to?”

“I have to go to London and then probably on to Italy,” I said.

“But you have a new maid. You said she was a sweet little thing and so willing.”

“Just not willing to leave her mother and come to what she calls heathen parts with me,” I said with a rueful smile.

“Ah, so you want Queenie back. I knew it was too good to last,” Oona said.

My brain was racing. Queenie was doing well here. Learning skills. Not making too many mistakes. And Oona and Dooley needed her.

“Dooley will be devastated, of course,” Oona went on, glancing at her husband, who sat silently with a gloomy expression on his face. “No more bottoms to pinch. It keeps him perky, having the occasional bottom to pinch.”

I stood up. “I’ll go and have a word with Queenie,” I said. “I’ll leave it up to her.”

I found her in the kitchen putting coffee cups on a tray. The kitchen was surprisingly neat and tidy. Newly baked bread rested on a rack. Something that smelled good was simmering on the stove.

“I hear you’re doing really well here,” I said. “Sir Dooley and Lady Whyte are pleased with you.”

She gave a sheepish grin. “They are so nice to me. They appreciate what I do for them. And even Mr. Treadwell said I was getting to be a big help and he ain’t normally the type what gives compliments.”

“So you’d prefer to stay here, rather than come back to London with me.”

She looked up, startled. “You’re leaving? Going back home?”

“Only for a while. I have some things I have to do in London, then I may go and stay with Miss Belinda in Italy.”

“ Italy …” Her face became wistful. “I hear Italy’s smashing. Lots of good food.”

“So I said I’d leave it up to you, Queenie. If you want to stay here, I’m sure I can do without a maid. I just wanted to make sure you were happy here.”

“Oh yes, miss. I like it here.”

“Even if Sir Dooley pinches your bottom?” I lowered my voice.

She giggled. “There ain’t no harm in him, miss. He just likes a bit of excitement from time to time, but he’s harmless, ain’t he?” Then she started to shake with laughter. “I mean, look at him. He’s so small and skinny I could knock him flying with one punch if I wanted to.”

The kettle boiled and she poured the hot water over the coffee grounds, without spilling any or burning herself. I made up my mind.

“Very well, then, Queenie. I’m going to leave you here at the moment. I’ll be back in time to plan my wedding and we can talk then about your future.”

She grinned. “Bob’s yer uncle, miss,” she said.
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Chapter 3


TUESDAY, APRIL 9, 1935

On my way back to England. Rather sad to be leaving Ireland.



I caught the night ferry from Dublin to Holyhead. I couldn’t help feeling a little guilty. Lord Kilhenny was clearly upset that I was deserting him.

“The rats are abandoning the sinking ship,” he had commented.

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to abandon you,” I said, “but I have been summoned by Queen Mary, and one can’t say no to a queen.”

He grunted. “I suppose not.”

“And in this case it’s really important. She wants to talk to me about this line of succession thing. Presumably it won’t be put to Parliament until she’s spoken to me.”

“Utter nonsense,” he snapped. “I’d just ignore the whole thing and marry Darcy if it were me. Or you could become an Irish citizen and thumb your nose at the British monarchy.”

“I can’t really do that,” I said awkwardly. “Anyway I’m just hoping it’s only a matter of formality and we can plan the summer wedding as we had hoped.”

“All right, then,” he said. “You’d better get going if you want to catch tonight’s ferry. I’ll drive you to the station.”

“Will you really? That’s awfully kind of you,” I said. Impulsively I leaned up to kiss his cheek and I saw him give an embarrassed smile. That was when I realized he had grown fond of me and I felt a glow of warmth knowing this.

“And don’t worry. We’ll all be back soon,” I said.

“All?”

“Darcy and Alexandra and me,” I said.

“That’s not very likely. I think the princess has enjoyed playing at owning an Irish racing stable and has now gone on to new interests,” he said. “We’ll probably find that she’s sold it to a sheik or another American—that is, if she ever gets home safely from that stupid round-the-world jaunt of hers.”

“Don’t be such an old sourpuss,” I said. “She’s very fond of you and of course she’ll come back safely. You know Zou Zou. She lives a charmed life.”

“We’ll have to see, won’t we?” he muttered.

“And in the meantime your job is to win the Grand National and let the world see that Kilhenny stables are back on the map.”

He looked at me and smiled then. “You’re a hopeless optimist, do you know that? But I can see why Darcy likes you. I’m going to enjoy having you around the place and bringing it back to life with grandchildren one day.” Then he realized that he had shown emotion and said gruffly, “Go and get your bags, then, and I’ll bring round the motorcar.”

We didn’t say much on the way to the station. I was trying to think of bright and encouraging things to cheer him up, but I couldn’t come up with any. I could understand how easily he could sink into depression again in that big gloomy castle.

“So you’ll come back after your little chat with the queen?” he asked as we pulled up outside Kildare Station.

That was when I remembered I hadn’t mentioned Belinda. “Not right away,” I said cautiously. “I might be going on to Italy for a little while. I have a school friend there who is not very well. She wrote to me and asked me to come and stay with her as she is all alone.”

“An Italian, is she?”

“No, she’s English.”

“Then what in the name of goodness is she doing in Italy if she’s not well? She should come home to England where there are good doctors.”

“She has to stay put at the moment,” I said. “The climate there is better for her.”

“Oh, it’s consumption, is it?”

“Something like that,” I agreed, finding it hard to lie to my future father-in-law.

“Then make sure you don’t catch it!” he said fiercely. He came around to open my door, carried my suitcase to the ticket booth, then gave me an unexpected hug. “Come home safely,” he said.

I caught my train and then had a smooth crossing on the ferry, in contrast to the wild night that had brought me to Ireland. I realized how different that crossing had been. Then I had been in the depths of despair, terrified that Darcy wanted nothing more to do with me and my life was over. Now I had every hope for the future. As Lord Kilhenny had said, if the queen wouldn’t allow me to renounce my claim to the throne then I’d move to Ireland. Simple as that.

I was brimming with confidence when I arrived back in London and the taxicab deposited me outside Rannoch House on Belgrave Square. I hoped my brother and sister-in-law wouldn’t mind my spending a few days with them. It was raining hard as I went up the front steps, lugging my own suitcase, and rapped on the front door. It was opened not by Hamilton, the butler, but instead I found myself looking at the face of my sister-in-law, Hilda, Duchess of Rannoch, usually known as Fig.

“Good God, Georgiana, what are you doing here?” she demanded in that voice that could cut glass. She looked down at my suitcase. “I hope you haven’t come for long because we’re planning to go back to Scotland.”

“And a very good evening to you too, Fig,” I said. “Thank you for the warm welcome and no, I haven’t come for long.”

“I suppose you’d better come in,” she said and stood aside so that I could step into the front hall.

“You look like a drowned rat,” she commented.

“It is raining rather hard and I didn’t have a spare hand for an umbrella.” I started to unbutton my raincoat.

“You don’t have a maid with you?”

“Remember that you told me to get rid of Queenie? Well, I have.”

“But I meant you should find a more suitable replacement. One does not travel without a maid. It reflects poorly on the family.”

“As I’ve pointed out to you before, servants cost money and I have very little.” I took my raincoat and hung it on the hall stand. “Shouldn’t Hamilton be answering the front door? Don’t tell me you’ve got rid of him? Doors should be answered by a butler, you know. Otherwise it reflects poorly on the family.”

I saw a spasm of annoyance cross her face and tried not to grin. “Hamilton had to go home for a death in the family,” she said. “He should be back in a few days. And we only brought a skeleton staff down from Scotland so we’re muddling through. You’d better come into the drawing room. Did you dine on the train?”

“Yes, thank you, but I wouldn’t say no to a cup of coffee.”

She rang the bell and a maid was dispatched to bring coffee. “The house is all at sixes and sevens without Hamilton,” she said. “I don’t know what servants are coming to these days. You notice we don’t even have a footman here. Jamie refused to leave his ailing mother. A servant, refusing to follow his masters. My mother would have a fit if she saw a maid serving at the dinner table.”

The maid came in at this point with a tray of coffee and poured two cups. I thought she did it rather well.

“So what brings you back to London?” Fig asked. “I take it you have been in Ireland with that Darcy person.”

“That Darcy person is the son of Lord Kilhenny, thus of the same social level as you,” I said. “You too are the daughter of a baron, are you not? You only rose in the world when you married a duke.”

Another flash of annoyance crossed her face. I decided that I was learning to stand up for myself rather well and decided to strike a crowning blow. “You asked why I am here. Queen Mary wants to have a chat with me about my wedding.”

It was infuriating to Fig that I was related to the royal family and she wasn’t, at least not by blood. It annoyed her even more that the queen seemed to be fond of me and was often inviting me for little chats. There was a frosty silence while I suspected she searched for something crushing to say.

“Where is Binky?” I asked.

“Went to bed early. Not feeling too perky. Actually he caught a cold as soon as he came back to this abysmal climate.” She gave a dramatic sigh. “Oh, how one misses the Riviera. The flowers. The blue sea. The sunshine.” She gave me a triumphant little smirk. “I suppose it rained a lot in Ireland? From what one hears it rains all the time.”

“Pretty much the same as in Scotland,” I said. “I should have thought you were used to rain by now, after all these years of living at Castle Rannoch.”

“Just because one puts up with it doesn’t mean one enjoys it,” she said. “It’s only when one sees how pleasant life could be elsewhere that one becomes a little discontent—especially with a husband who is coughing and sneezing all night.”

I finished my coffee and assured her that I could carry my own suitcase up to my bedroom.

“Will you be going straight back to Ireland after your tête-à-tête with the queen?” she asked.

“No, actually I thought I might go and stay with a friend who is living in Italy,” I said and was rewarded with an absolutely venomous glare.

[image: image]

IN THE MORNING I was greeted warmly by Binky, then received an equally warm greeting when I went up to the nursery to see my nephew and niece. Little Adelaide hung back shyly, having forgotten who I was but six year old Podge gave me a frank and accurate account of life on the Riviera with Fig’s sister and brother-in-law, the cramped conditions, the spartan meals and how dreadfully boring his cousin Maude was. “And do you know, Auntie Georgie,” he said, frowning, “they took me down to the beach every day, but there
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