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Fay Weldon's novel - the first of a trilogy - is marketed unashamedly at Downton fans but she is hardly a bandwagon jumper: Weldon was a writer on the pilot episode of the original Upstairs Downstairs.
This leisurely tale also spans the green baize door, located in this case at No.17 Belgrave Square, London. Here, on October 24, 1899, Lord Robert Dilberne receives news of his financial ruin. It is a headache he can do without: his bluestocking daughter is ungovernable, while his son, Arthur, has a costly mistress in Mayfair and more interest in engines than in securing the bloodline. Now, however, finding Arthur a wealthy mate is a priority.
Enter the O’Briens: vulgar, wealthy Irish-Americans in England to buy a titled toff. The only snag is that would-be bride Minnie O’Brien has a lurid past, which - depending on the whims of the sniffy Dilberne staff - may or may not remain hidden.
Weldon has clearly had huge fun writing this book and is as entertaining on the nobs’ imbroglios as the ‘prudery and rudery’ of the serving classes. There is some narrative bagginess, but her keen wit, beady eye and adroitly deployed research make for pure pleasure.
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