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Selected excerpts from the journals of

Her Royal Highness Princess Sophia of Montmaray,

1937–1939





These journals document the royal family’s first years in exile following the tragic events of 1936 and 1937 when His Majesty King John the Seventh died, German planes attacked the Kingdom of Montmaray, and the FitzOsbornes were forced to flee their home.




16th January 1937

I write this sitting at an exquisite little Louis the Fifteenth secretaire in the White Drawing Room, using a gold fountain pen borrowed from the King of Montmaray and a bottle of ink provided by one of the footmen. Fortunately, the paper is just a sixpenny exercise book that I bought in the village this morning—otherwise I’d be too intimidated to write a word.

It’s interesting, though, how quickly one becomes accustomed to small luxuries—having an invisible maid whisk away one’s clothes in the night and return them freshly laundered and mended the next morning, for instance. Of course, if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had a stitch to wear today, other than the flannel pajamas my brother, Toby, lent me. But Aunt Charlotte did order us some things from London, and they’re supposed to be delivered soon. Is it too dreadful of me to rejoice in the prospect of brand-new clothes—for once not handed down by older relatives? When the reason I no longer have any possessions is so tragic? Probably. But as I can’t do anything about the tragedy, I will continue to be quietly thrilled about the clothes.

Anyway. Here I sit, scribbling away in my journal on this first full day of my new life (writing in Kernetin, of course, our secret code, in case any grown-ups get hold of my book). I awoke at dawn, jolted out of a nightmare—or perhaps just a memory—in which I was running for my life as the world collapsed around me. As I stared up at the canopied bed and silk-paneled walls, it took me a moment to work out where I was. But then I remembered. Aunt Charlotte’s house! Milford Park! England! I scrambled out of bed and rushed over to the window, but all I could see was a dense white mist, as though the house were swaddled in cotton wool each night and the servants hadn’t got round to unwrapping it yet. This didn’t help at all with the uneasy, dislocated feeling left over from my nightmare. I then decided to go and see Veronica—merely to check that she was all right, of course.

Her room, two doors down from mine, is more austere, decorated with bleak-looking landscapes and a cheerless charcoal study of Nelson’s final moments at the Battle of Trafalgar. There is a vast marble fireplace, but all it contained early this morning was a mound of ashes. I was shivering in the doorway, peering at Veronica’s half-drawn bed hangings and wondering whether I’d wake her if I moved any closer, when a sepulchral voice announced,

“She’s not dead. She’s still breathing.”

I whirled about, hand at my throat.

“Henry!” I gasped. “Don’t creep up on me like that!”

My little sister stood by my elbow, looking deceptively demure in a cardigan and pleated skirt. “I checked,” Henry went on in her inexorable way. “Her chest was going up and down.”

“Well, of course Veronica’s not dead,” I snapped, but I felt ashamed of myself at once. Poor Henry, stuck here for the past few days not knowing what had happened to us, the grown-ups rushing about in a panic and no one explaining anything to her. And then our dramatic arrival yesterday, Veronica being half carried out of the motorcar, her arm wrapped in bloodstained bandages. No wonder Henry was feeling anxious. “Now don’t disturb her,” I whispered, in what I hoped was a soothing manner. “Come back to my room and let me get dressed, then we can …”

But I wasn’t sure what was expected of us. Were we supposed to gather in that immense dining room downstairs, or wait for breakfast trays to be sent up, or what? I had a hasty wash in the pink-and-white bathroom between my room and Veronica’s (admiring yet again the fluffiness of the towels and the frothiness of the soap), then pulled on my old skirt and jersey. Meanwhile, Henry occupied herself opening and closing every drawer in my room, running her fingers over the wall panels, and fiddling with the window latch.

“Your room’s bigger than mine,” she declared as I searched in vain for a hairbrush. “And Veronica’s is bigger than yours. But Toby’s is absolutely enormous! It’s got three windows and its own bathroom and a dressing room!”

“Well, he does have the highest rank of all of us,” I pointed out, repressing a sigh. I could already tell that life here was going to be far more formal than at Montmaray. I hoped there wouldn’t be too many mysterious forks and spoons at breakfast, before I’d had a chance to revise my dining etiquette. “I don’t suppose you know where everyone has breakfast?” I asked, grimacing at my bird’s nest hair in the looking glass.

“In the breakfast room, of course,” said Henry. “At eight o’clock. But hurry up, I’ve got something to show you first.” Then she bounded out of the room and down the corridor.

As my hair was a lost cause, and I was keen to start learning my way around the house, I hurried after her, towards the wide gallery that surrounded the Grand Staircase. There were a lot of heavily varnished gold-framed portraits here, as well as glass cabinets and statues on pedestals and Chinese vases large enough for a person to hide inside, all of which gleamed richly in the dim light. Past the staircase, Henry explained, were Toby’s rooms and Aunt Charlotte’s suite. Upstairs, apparently, were still more bedrooms, and above that were the servants’ quarters.

But we went downstairs, leaving a trail of shoe-shaped indentations in the thick red carpet. I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to glance over my shoulder and find a silent housemaid following us with a carpet sweeper. Everything was immaculate, and the scent of potpourri and lemon furniture polish hung heavily in the air. At the bottom of the staircase was about an acre of marble floor, with fluted columns running along either side, and massive brass doors leading off the hall to a myriad of drawing rooms. But Henry tugged me into an oak-paneled corridor behind the staircase. We plunged down a narrow flight of steps and into a room that made me feel instantly at home. There were macintoshes and straw hats in various states of disrepair dangling from pegs near the door, stacks of yellow newspaper tied up with string, walking sticks and wicker baskets and old brooms, and, best of all, a pile of blankets upon which lay a big black dog. He jumped up when we came in and flung himself at Henry.

“Darling Carlos!” said Henry, hugging him. “Did you miss me? Mean Aunt Charlotte, making you sleep down here! Never mind, I’ll sneak you up to my room tonight.”

But I didn’t think our dog had minded the arrangements too much. He’d been curled up next to the boiler, and someone had already served him a hearty breakfast, judging by the bowl encrusted with gravy and the enormous bone he’d been gnawing. He demanded a pat from me, then went over to stick his nose inside the Wellington boots Henry was trying to tug on. I’d thought that Carlos was the thing Henry had wanted me to see, but apparently “it” was “just down the drive.”

The mist had lifted, I noticed, replaced with a gentle rain that fell without sound upon the gravel path. However, this obligingly stopped before we’d walked ten yards.

“Even the weather’s polite here,” said Henry, giving the sky a contemptuous glance.

I gathered Aunt Charlotte had already Had Words with Henry about her manners.

“At Montmaray, it’d be bucketing down,” Henry went on wistfully, “and there’d be a howling gale. Probably a thunderstorm as well.”

“They’ll have thunderstorms here, too,” I assured her. “You’ve only been here five days.”

“Is that all?” she exclaimed. “It feels like weeks and weeks! Gosh, I hope Veronica gets better soon so we can all go home.”

I stopped so abruptly that Carlos ran into the back of my legs. “Oh, Henry,” I said.

“What?” she said, turning.

“We … we can’t go home.”

Henry stared at me, her blue eyes getting wider and wider. “But then …” Her lower lip trembled. “Then Veronica is dying, after all!”

“Don’t be silly!” I said. “Of course she isn’t.” I reached out and folded Henry into an embrace (she was so thin, so tense, it was like hugging a bundle of twigs). “Veronica will be fine after she’s rested in bed a bit longer. It’s just … well, you heard us talking yesterday, about the Germans bombing the island. The castle was hit. The drawbridge was destroyed. Even the boats are gone.”

“But the castle’s not flattened, is it?” she said. “Even if it is, we can camp in the armory—and they couldn’t have wrecked everything in the village! What about Alice’s cottage?”

“The roof was damaged, and … Henry, you don’t understand! It’s too dangerous! The walls could collapse, there’ll be unexploded bombs all over the place, the Germans could come back at any moment. That’s if they’re not already there—”

“But why?” she burst out, jerking away from me. “Why did they do it? Is it because that German soldier disappeared? And that horrible officer Gebhardt blamed us? That’s stupid!”

Veronica and I hadn’t told her the awful truth about Hans Brandt’s death, and I had no desire to burden her with it then, or ever. So I bent over Carlos, who’d just emerged from a hedge, and busied myself brushing twigs out of his fur.

“But they can’t take over Montmaray like that!” Henry cried. “They just can’t!”

There was a pause.

“Can they, Sophie?”

I looked up.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

She turned on one foot and marched off down the drive.

“Henry! Wait! Where are you going?” I ran after her, but she went faster and faster, a furious whirl of limbs. She disappeared round a bend in the drive, and I didn’t catch up with her till we’d both passed through a small stand of oaks and then a wooden gate.

“This is the Home Farm,” Henry announced in a tight voice, not looking at me as I tried to recover my breath. “You have to close the gate behind you so dogs don’t get in.”

“Henry—” I started, but she turned away and pointed at a field.

“All the milk comes from those cows. There are three Jerseys and two Friesians. I thought the milk tasted strange at first, but that’s just because it’s from cows, not goats. They don’t have any goats here.”

“Henry, about Montmaray—”

She raised her voice. “The hens are in that shed, and there are ducks and geese, too. A goose attacked my leg yesterday, but I had Wellingtons on, so it didn’t matter.”

I’d never seen her face so guarded and still. My little sister had started to grow up, had begun to bury her thoughts and feelings deep down, out of reach, taking care to smooth over the surface afterwards. It made me feel terribly sad—and old. I bit my lip and followed her across the farmyard, Henry pointing out various features of interest.

“—and that’s the milking shed, and over this way is—” Her voice brightened at last. “Oh, hello, Mr. Wilkin! This is my sister, Sophie.”

A stout man took off his cloth cap and looked inside it. “Your Highness,” he said.

I would have told him not to bother with the “Your Highness” bit, but I suspected this would get both of us in trouble with Aunt Charlotte, so I just said, “How do you do?”

“Have you already finished the milking?” asked Henry. “Has Mrs. Wilkin got the eggs in? Are the geese let out?”

“I hope Henry hasn’t been bothering you, Mr. Wilkin, while you’re working,” I said.

“No bother,” said Mr. Wilkin. “Been helping with …” And his wide face reddened.

“I’ve been helping feed Cleopatra,” said Henry. “And scratching her back, because she can’t reach.”

“You have, at that,” said Mr. Wilkin. Then he mumbled something about the butter churn and went off. I hoped I hadn’t said anything to offend him.

“Come on, she’s in here.” Henry dragged me into a low building and leaned over a railing. “There! Isn’t she beautiful?”

Lying in a pile of straw was the most enormous sow. I had no idea they could grow that large.

“She’s going to have piglets in a month or so,” said Henry. “Only, Mr. Wilkin thinks it’s rude to talk about that sort of thing in front of ladies.”

“Aren’t you a lady?” I asked.

“No,” said Henry. “And I hope I never turn into one. Cleopatra’s won five blue ribbons and a silver trophy at the Agricultural Show.”

We gazed at her, and she gazed back. She had small, intelligent eyes and alert ears. I’d always read that pigs were dirty, but she was creamy white all over, except for where her pink skin shone through. She was really rather sweet, although I wouldn’t have climbed in that pen for anything. I’d have been squashed flatter than a pancake if she’d accidentally sat on me.

This reminded me that I was starving, so we went back to the house for breakfast. It wasn’t nearly as complicated as I’d feared. The cutlery was the usual sort, and we just helped ourselves from the sideboard. But, my goodness, what a lot of food! There were scrambled eggs, fried mushrooms, and grilled tomatoes, all in covered silver dishes kept warm over spirit lamps. There was game pie, cut into thick wedges, and a platter of cold chicken sprigged with parsley. There was an urn of porridge and a long silver rack with triangles of toast slotted into it. Then there were pots of jam and marmalade and honey and relish and mustard, and jugs of cream and treacle for the porridge. I ate and ate, and so did Henry. Aunt Charlotte sat at the head of the table, perusing the Court Circular of The Times while continuing to denounce the unfortunate policeman who’d turned up yesterday afternoon and tried to put Carlos in quarantine.

“The very idea,” said Aunt Charlotte indignantly, “when Montmaray is free of every known canine disease and most of the human ones, too! They ought to be thanking me for bringing such an unblemished specimen of dog to this country. I shall certainly be having words with the Home Secretary about it when next I see him. Henrietta, elbows off the table. Ah, I see the Morland girl has finally announced her engagement. A baronet’s son—and only a second son! Is that the best they can do, with all her father’s money? He has factories, you know, makes hairpins or some such thing. Poor girl, she’s been out at least three Seasons, and not even a proper title to show for it at the end!”

I suppose I should provide a description of Aunt Charlotte here. I’d always pictured her as a female version of Uncle John, only younger and nicely dressed and sane (so, not very like him at all, really). She certainly is just as grand as I’d expected, and very handsome, with curling chestnut hair parted to one side, piercing blue eyes, and the long, straight FitzOsborne nose. This morning, she wore a beautifully cut black-and-white suit with a cream silk blouse, black silk stockings, and black shoes with gold buckles. There were large pearls in her earlobes and around her neck, a diamond-and-sapphire horseshoe brooch pinned to her lapel, and an assortment of large, glittering rings on her left hand. And I could see that these were just her everyday jewels, laid out routinely on the dressing table each morning by her maid. I could only imagine what treasures Aunt Charlotte had tucked away in her safe, thanks to her rich, dead (and, according to Toby, unlamented) husband. Who hadn’t had a “proper title,” either, come to think of it, just a knighthood. It seemed a bit much for Aunt Charlotte to criticize the poor Morland girl, whoever she was. Although I suppose Aunt Charlotte had had more than enough title for both her and Uncle Arthur, being a king’s daughter and everything.

At that point, a very good-looking footman came in and murmured something in Aunt Charlotte’s ear. “Take whom to the station?” she said. “Oh, Simon Chester.” I choked on my toast. “Well, tell Parker to have the car back by half past ten. No, eleven—such a lot of correspondence to attend to this morning. I shall need more black sealing wax, too. Now, has a breakfast tray gone up to His Majesty? And to Her Highness?”

The footman murmured a bit more, then departed. Luckily, the notion of a chauffeur named Parker helped divert me from any foolish speculation about where Simon was going, or how long he might be away.

“One needs to supervise every little thing,” Aunt Charlotte sighed. “Even to ensuring breakfast gets sent up to Tobias. Although I must say, I think that’s sheer indolence on his part. If I can limp downstairs with my injured foot, then an energetic young man certainly ought to be capable of it.”

“But Toby’s leg is still in plaster,” said Henry. “Your foot’s not.”

“It remains weak and frail,” said Aunt Charlotte sternly. “But those of us with responsibilities do not have the luxury of dwelling on our infirmities. One struggles on, no matter how fragile one may be.”

Since Aunt Charlotte looked about as fragile as Cleopatra, Henry did not bother to express any sympathy but only asked if we could visit the village this morning.

“The village?” said Aunt Charlotte with a frown. “Well, perhaps I could spare Barnes as a chaperone, although she does have that evening gown to hem and all my furs to—” Aunt Charlotte suddenly peered at her newspaper. “Good heavens, the Dowager Duchess of Dewsbury has died! In San Luis Obispo, wherever that is. How very eccentric of her.”

“Well, Aunt Charlotte didn’t actually say no,” said Henry an hour later as we set off across the park by ourselves. Veronica had shown no inclination to get out of bed, and Toby was unable to walk so far on his crutches. He did, however, give us detailed directions, lend me his comb and his smallest jacket, and press a handful of coins upon me, ordering me to buy myself something nice.

The park proved to be very pretty—almost too pretty. On one side was tame woodland, and on the other was a lake, far more pleasingly shaped than Nature could ever have managed. There were a lot of smooth, sloping lawns and then, wherever the beauty of this began to pall, avenues of trees and sculpted hedges. There were sundials and statues, fountains and follies and fishponds, all in the most fitting places.

The village of Milford was equally picturesque, although more rustic. I could just imagine Tess of the d’Urbervilles trudging down its narrow road on her way to some fresh disaster. Toby had said there was an actual mill, too, where the river narrowed, but we only went as far as the village green. This was edged by a row of stone cottages decorated with ivy, an inn called the Pig and Whistle, a shop, a lovely old church, and a Georgian vicarage (we waved at its front windows as we walked by, just in case the Reverend Webster Herbert was at home). The shop seemed the busiest—there were bicycles leaning against it, women clutching wicker baskets standing about the doorway, and boys playing marbles on the footpath nearby. Everyone stared as we approached—probably flabbergasted by my hair, which Toby’s comb hadn’t done much to improve—but then they all recovered and were very polite. Henry bought a pennyworth of sweets from a jar on the counter and ran out to share them with the boys. I chose the thickest exercise book they had, then looked around for something to cheer up Veronica. I couldn’t imagine her showing much interest in gingham-capped pots of blackberry jam or little bags of dried lavender, which was all they seemed to stock in the way of gifts. But then the nice shopkeeper unearthed a dusty booklet about Milford, written by a local historian twenty years ago. The shopkeeper and I were both very pleased by my purchase. I hoped there’d be some historical inaccuracies in it for Veronica to get indignant at, she’d enjoy that—

Oh, Toby has just limped in and collapsed on the sofa beside me. Henry is settling his broken leg on a footstool and fetching him the newspaper. He needs another cushion, though. Just a minute …

Back again, hours later.

Toby explained that he and Henry had spent the past half an hour perched on Veronica’s bed, trying to prod her into showing some signs of life.

“I even stole her pillow,” Henry said, sprawling on the floor with her sketchbook. “But she just pulled the blankets over her head. Toby, can you please pass me the red crayon?”

Fearing for the well-being of the Aubusson carpet, I asked Henry whether this was really the best place for crayon-based activities.

“Course it is,” said Henry. “It’s a drawing room, isn’t it?”

I explained that that was short for “withdrawing room,” a place in which ladies and gentlemen could conduct civilized conversation, usually while sitting on chairs. Toby only laughed. At that moment, the butler, tall and terrifying, glided in to announce that “the Right Honorable, the Viscount Whittingham” had arrived.

“Yes, thank you, Harkness. Send him in,” said Toby. I had just enough time to cast a frantic look at my shabby skirt and wonder who on earth the Viscount Whittingham was before Henry jumped up.

“Anthony!” she cried, rushing over to the familiar figure stooping in the doorway.

“That’s ‘Lord Whittingham’ to you, young lady,” said Toby with mock severity. “Come and sit down, Ant. Sophie, could you ring the bell for tea?”

“No, I’ll go!” shouted Henry, because she’d just discovered that the dumbwaiter—a little elevator used to convey dishes to the dining room—provided a quick and interesting route to the kitchen. She galloped off.

“Hello, hello! How are you, Sophie?” said Anthony, coming over to wring my hand. “Gosh, we were worried about all of you!”

“You saved our lives, Anthony,” I said sincerely. “If you hadn’t raised the alarm and sent someone for us—”

“Oh, no, no, no,” he protested, stepping backwards. He narrowly missed Henry’s crayon, slipped on a stray piece of paper, and landed in an armchair. “Oof! No, but, really, it was mostly Julia’s uncle, you know, Colonel Stanley-Ross. And that Basque captain—what was his name?”

“You shall all be awarded the Order of the Sea Monster for personal services rendered to a Montmaray sovereign,” said Toby grandly. “Once I’ve found out whether there is such a thing as the Order of the Sea Monster …”

“It couldn’t possibly be called that,” I said, although I knew our family did have some sort of jeweled decoration. I’d seen people wearing it in old portraits in the Great Hall at Montmaray.

“The Danish have an Order of the Elephant,” said Toby. “Which is just silly. At least we have sea monsters at Montmaray. And then there’s the British—the Order of the Garter!”

“Well, your cousin will know all about it,” said Anthony, settling back in his chair. “In fact, Veronica’s the reason I came over. You see, I realized this morning that I hadn’t delivered her parcel as I’d promised. Terribly sorry about that! Got left in the aeroplane, and what with all the rush …”

I suddenly saw that he held Veronica’s manuscript of A Brief History of Montmaray, as badly wrapped as when she’d thrust it at him that dreadful afternoon … could it really have been only six days ago?

“Where is she, anyway?” asked Anthony, setting the parcel on the gilded table beside him. “In the library, I suppose!”

Toby sighed. “In bed, actually, and no sign she’s ever going to leave it.”

“Oh!” said Anthony. “Oh, I do hope she isn’t ill.”

“No, no,” said Toby. “Just sulking.”

“Toby!” I protested. “She could have died! If Captain Zuleta hadn’t arrived when he did, I don’t know what would have happened.”

“But … but your aunt didn’t mention anything about that!” gasped Anthony. “Good heavens! Was it one of the bombs or falling rock or—”

“No, Rebecca tried to murder her with the firewood ax,” said Henry, coming back into the room.

“Rebecca? You mean—your housekeeper?”

With unfortunate timing, the parlor maid arrived with the tea tray. She began to set out the silver teakettle, teapot, milk jug, sugar bowl, and tiered stand of scones, gingerbread, fruitcake, and finger sandwiches while Anthony stared at us, and her, in horror.

“Thanks, Phoebe, we’ll manage the rest,” said Toby after about half a minute of this. “Ooh, smoked salmon, we are lucky! No, no, that’s fine. Sophie can pour.”

The maid, a thin, sallow girl not much older than me, bobbed her knees and departed.

“Here, Henry,” said Toby, shoving some fruitcake and half the sandwiches into her hands. “Take this down to Carlos. The poor thing must be lonely, and probably starving, too.”

“You’re going to talk while I’m gone, aren’t you?” said Henry. “I don’t know why you bother sending me off, I know all about it, anyway.”

“Yes, but this way I can look Aunt C in the eye and swear I haven’t said a word in front of you,” said Toby. “Oh, and keep a lookout for her, will you? Give us a signal if you see the car coming up the drive. She’s gone off to Lady Bosworth’s for a chin-wag, so she’ll probably be hours, but one never knows.”

“I’ll give my special whistle,” Henry said, cheering up. She provided us with an ear-piercing demonstration, then ran off.

“Rebecca?” repeated Anthony as soon as Henry had disappeared. “Tried to murder Veronica?”

“Well, perhaps not,” said Toby. “It’s possible that Rebecca just happened to be swinging the ax around and Veronica sort of … got in the way of the blade.”

“And we think Rebecca was a bit mixed up,” I added. “She might have thought that Veronica was her mother. Veronica’s mother, that is, not Rebecca’s mother. Veronica and Isabella do look awfully alike, and Rebecca always hated Isabella.”

Anthony, not surprisingly, appeared even more confused.

“But the woman’s been arrested?” he said. “She’s in prison now?”

“Not … exactly,” said Toby with a sideways glance at me (we’d already had one lengthy argument about this). “Because we’re not quite sure what happened. Neither Veronica nor Rebecca is saying much, and no one else was there. Besides …”

Besides, there were a number of other complicating factors, including Rebecca’s revelation that her son, Simon, was the eldest child of the late King of Montmaray. But I didn’t think Anthony needed to know that.

“Anyway, for now, she’s locked up in the attic,” said Toby. “Only, Sophie’s convinced she’s going to creep downstairs one night like the mad Mrs. Rochester and burn us all in our beds.”

I maintained a dignified silence and ate a scone.

“Well!” said Anthony. “It’s all very, very …” He struggled for a while. “Odd” was the word he finally came up with.

“Never a dull moment with the FitzOsbornes,” agreed Toby calmly. “Mmm, this gingerbread’s good.”

It certainly was, and so were the sandwiches, which had the crusts cut off and were filled with all sorts of delicious things. And the scones—I barely recognized them as such, they were so fluffy and high, so beautifully round. The few times I’d tried to make scones back home, they’d been reduced to cinders when our temperamental stove had flared up. Or else they’d emerged as desiccated lumps that had to be scraped off the baking tray, then sawed open with a carving knife.

I lifted my Spode teacup and was suddenly convinced that I was dreaming. What other explanation could there be for me sitting here, having tea with a viscount in an elegant drawing room? Unless I’d split in two a few days ago. Here I was, the new-made twin, set down in a fascinating, incredible world, while the old Sophie, the real one, was still in Montmaray, milking the goat and cleaning out the stove and setting buckets under the leaky parts of the castle roof when it rained. Perhaps Uncle John was still alive there. Perhaps Hans Brandt had never made his fateful midnight trip to the castle, perhaps he and Otto Rahn had never visited Montmaray at all …

My head felt fuzzy. I tilted warm, smooth china against my lips, the taste of bergamot and lemon and sugar rolling over my tongue. It wasn’t enough to convince me that this was real. I concentrated on the voices.

“—and Julia sends her love, of course,” Anthony was saying. “She had to go up to London, sort out bridesmaids’ frocks or some such thing.” His voice took on a proud, tender note as he contemplated his fiancée. “But she’ll be back tomorrow, and they’re all longing to see you. Her mother wants to invite you to luncheon next week, although if Veronica still isn’t well …”

“She will be,” said Toby. “The doctor says she’s perfectly able to get out of bed now.”

“Oh! Well, I’m glad the doctor said … But then, it doesn’t seem awfully like your cousin to, um …” Anthony trailed off.

I knew what Anthony meant. He’d been impressed—possibly even intimidated—by Veronica’s intellect and energy. He, like the rest of us, had assumed she was invincible. It was disconcerting to think of her as even slightly broken.

“Don’t worry. She’ll be back to her usual self soon,” Toby assured us. “I have a plan.”


19th January 1937

One would think I’d have far more time for writing in my journal here than I ever did at home, now that I have servants to cook my meals, and wash my clothes, and even put an extra log in the fireplace if I wish (not that I’d ever ring the bell for that; the intimidating butler might turn up). But somehow, the hours seem to fly past, and now here I sit, days after my last entry.

There has been rather a lot happening, though. Firstly, our new clothes arrived, and it was like ten Christmases at once. Two suits for me, one a lovely, heathery tweed and the other a dark blue jersey, as well as a gray box-pleated skirt and a slim black linen one. Three silk blouses, two plain and one striped, and three Aertex shirts. A knitted jersey, a matching cardigan, a coat, two pairs of shoes, and a sweet little velvet hat that my unruly hair keeps shoving off my head—plus pajamas and vests and knickers and cotton gloves and handkerchiefs and lisle stockings. I’d only ever worn socks before, so the stockings make me feel very grown-up and sophisticated. Or they would if I could figure out how to use the mysterious devices that prevent the stockings from falling down.

There’s also a black woolen frock for church, because we’re all supposed to dress in mourning when we go out. Toby says I ought to be able to get away with white or violet as half mourning because Uncle John wasn’t my father. I wholeheartedly agree with Toby, as black makes me look like a very faded ghost. Aunt Charlotte is not yet convinced by our arguments. She is thoroughly Victorian in such matters.

Veronica has the same clothes as I do, except one of her suits is black and she got brassieres as well as vests, on account of her having a great deal more bust. Veronica says the brassieres don’t fit properly and need to be sent back. Aunt Charlotte says they’re supposed to be uncomfortable. The two of them also had a spirited debate about girdles. Veronica is not willing to suffer on behalf of Modesty and Decency, let alone for the sake of Fashion—a stance that Aunt Charlotte finds both baffling and perverse.

But all that arguing came later. First, the doctor came back to check Veronica’s stitches.

“Thank heavens debutantes wear long gloves,” said Aunt Charlotte, frowning at Veronica’s arm after the doctor had gone. Thin purple lines crisscrossed Veronica’s right palm, and there was a three-inch puckered ridge, bristling with spidery threads, running along her wrist.

“Yes, that’s my main concern—how I’ll look in a ball gown,” I could just hear Veronica saying sarcastically to herself. However, as she wasn’t talking out loud at that stage, she only pressed her lips together and stared out the window.

“It is a tiny bit gruesome, Veronica,” said Toby, sitting on the end of her bed. “As though you tried to do yourself in. Except you’re right-handed, so I don’t know how you’d actually manage to—”

“Stop babbling, Tobias,” said Aunt Charlotte, looking round to ensure Henry and all the servants were out of earshot. “Now, there are matters to be resolved. What have you done about getting rid of that dreadful woman in the attic?”

“Well, Simon’s been investigating various … options,” said Toby.

“I fail to see why options are needed,” said Aunt Charlotte irritably. “The woman is a homicidal maniac. It’s perfectly clear she needs to be taken away by the police and locked up in Holloway.”

“But if Rebecca is mad, she’s not liable for her actions,” said Toby. “So she can’t be sent to prison. Besides, we don’t really want her going to court, do we? All sorts of things could come out.”

Aunt Charlotte huffed. “There’s absolutely no proof of her ridiculous claims about her son!”

“Well, there’s Alice and the other villagers,” said Toby. “They’re all living in Cornwall now. They might know something about who Simon’s father really—”

“Hearsay,” interjected Veronica, unable to stop herself.

Toby shot me a triumphant glance—he’d made a bet with me that she’d be talking by teatime if he kept mentioning Simon. Veronica sat up higher in bed and began ticking off points on her uninjured hand.

“Firstly,” she said, “the law doesn’t recognize evidence based on what has merely been reported to a witness by someone else. What does it matter if Rebecca repeated her absurd claims to Alice or Mary? Their evidence is inadmissible in court—they’d simply be repeating old rumors. Secondly, even if Simon is my father’s son, he’s illegitimate. Rebecca might claim there was a wedding, but it wasn’t witnessed by anyone, let alone performed by a minister, and it certainly doesn’t appear in any FitzOsborne records.”

Aunt Charlotte gaped at Veronica, astounded by the sudden deluge of words.

“Thirdly,” continued Veronica, “my father had twenty-two years to acknowledge Simon as his son, if he’d wished, and he didn’t. Fourthly, the identity of Simon’s father is irrelevant to the issue of succession when there already is a legitimate male relative of the late King.” Veronica gave Toby a pointed look.

“But I’m underage,” said Toby.

“You’ll be eighteen next month,” Aunt Charlotte said, finally recovering her powers of speech.

“But isn’t twenty-one the age of majority?” Toby asked hopefully.

“King Stephen was only fifteen when his father died,” said Veronica. “His mother ruled as Regent for the next two years, but he’d barely turned seventeen when he ascended the throne.”

No one seemed to have noticed that we didn’t have a throne anymore, nor a castle, nor a kingdom. But I wasn’t going to be the one to remind them, not when Veronica had finally started talking again.

“I still think I’m too young,” said Toby.

“Too lazy, you mean,” said Veronica.

At that point, Aunt Charlotte’s maid tiptoed in to whisper that the Earl of Dorset was on the telephone.

“About that horse, I suppose,” said Aunt Charlotte. “Wait here,” she ordered us, then stalked off.

“Actually,” said Toby, lowering his voice, “it’s not revelations about Simon’s father that worry me. It’s more what Rebecca might tell the police regarding that German soldier. Aunt C doesn’t know anything about that, of course.”

“Rebecca was there, too,” I said. “She was the one who wanted to hide the body. She had as much to do with it as we did.”

“Or even more than us,” agreed Veronica. “She was meant to be keeping an eye on Father.”

“Yes, well, this is Rebecca we’re talking about,” sighed Toby.

“What are you saying?” I asked. “That she’s threatening to—”

“Of course,” said Veronica, slumping back against the pillows. “She and Simon Chester think they can blackmail us into giving them what they want. And what they want is for Simon to be King of Montmaray.”

“Oh, no … I don’t think so,” said Toby, not very convincingly. “It’s more that Simon’s worried about his mother and wants her to get some proper help. There are all sorts of clinics now for people who are, um—”

“Homicidal maniacs,” said Veronica.

“I’m not denying she needs to be somewhere secure,” said Toby. “But, Veronica, those old asylums were just awful! You don’t want Rebecca locked up in a place like that.”

Veronica only raised her eyebrows at this. Oh, don’t I? was what she seemed to be thinking.

“What did Simon say in his letter this morning?” I asked Toby hastily.

“Oh, that he should be back by this afternoon, and that he inspected a place in Cornwall and another near Poole,” Toby said, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket. “The one near Poole looked the best. Right by the sea and almost like a nursing home. They stay in bedrooms rather than wards, and therapists take them on outings and teach them how to weave baskets and so forth.”

“It sounds expensive,” I said.

“Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Aunt C,” said Toby. “I think I can persuade her it’ll be worth whatever it costs, to avoid a scandal.”

“And you think that’ll satisfy Simon Chester, do you?” Veronica said. “That once Rebecca’s settled in a luxury loony bin, he’ll happily go back to being a solicitor’s clerk, carting files around and fetching people cups of tea?”

Toby and I looked at each other and then at the carpet. That was the problem. All of us—probably even Veronica—believed that Uncle John was Simon’s true father, regardless of the arguments about Simon’s legitimacy. And Simon had always been fiercely ambitious. Now he had proof, of sorts, that he’d been cheated out of his rightful place in Society. Even the most noble of souls would have felt some resentment about that.

“What if,” said Toby, with the unmistakable air of one grasping at straws, “what if Simon was made, um, Regent? And looked after things till I turned twenty-one? Then I could be crowned King—”

“Simon Chester, give up the crown once he’d got his grasping fingers on it?” said Veronica.

“Anyway, Aunt Charlotte would never agree,” I said.

“Yes, Toby, you’re her favorite,” said Veronica, with the slightest tinge of bitterness. “She’d never allow the mere son of a servant to get in your way.”

There was another long, unhappy silence. Aunt Charlotte’s unyielding sense of How Things Ought to Be Done colliding with Simon’s determination to claim his rightful inheritance and Rebecca’s sheer craziness—it seemed destined to end in catastrophe.

“It depends on Simon, doesn’t it?” I said slowly. “If he could be persuaded to be reasonable—”

“I could talk to him,” said Toby. “Well, I have tried, but it’s difficult. He’s hardly ever here and he’s so distracted and …” He looked down at Simon’s letter sadly, and even Veronica couldn’t find it in her to make any more caustic remarks about Simon. In fact, she looked as though she wanted to pull the blankets over her head again.

Then Aunt Charlotte swept in, wearing a very pleased expression. “Bought that chestnut hunter!” she said. “Lord Dorset’s sending over a pony, too—perfect for Henrietta!” Her gaze settled on Veronica. “Aren’t you up yet? I’ll send Barnes to draw a bath for you. I suppose the two of you will need your own lady’s maid now.” She sighed loudly. “Well, perhaps that parlor maid, the skinny one—what’s her name?”

“Phoebe,” said Toby, running his fingers along the crease of Simon’s letter.

“What sort of name is that for a maid?” said Aunt Charlotte. “They used to have good plain names like Annie and Mary and Dot. What’s her surname?”

“Oh, Westerdale or something. Isn’t she the niece of one of the gardeners?”

“I shall call her Smith,” declared Aunt Charlotte. “Barnes will have to train her. Really, what with trying to find a governess for your sister, dealing with that hopeless secretary of mine, and now this, it’s a wonder I have time to breathe.” Then she swept out again. Veronica trudged off to have her bath, and Toby and I returned to our respective bedrooms to brood.

Wondering whether writing things down might help, I seated myself at my desk. I jotted down all the reasons Toby should be King and then the arguments in favor of Simon. I added the names of those who supported Toby and those who supported Simon. This didn’t get me very far, so I tried assigning points to supporters on the basis of how reasonable their claims were. Ten points to Aunt Charlotte for being head of the FitzOsborne family. A grudging two points to Simon for being older than Toby, and probably having better leadership skills. Five points to Veronica for knowing more than anyone else about the history of the Montmaravian monarchy. Minus fifteen points to Rebecca for being insane and trying to kill Veronica. Arithmetic never having been my strong point, I got into a fearsome muddle with the figures, so I started doodling in a corner of the paper. I drew a crown and a sword, an island and a boat—and then a wisp of an idea appeared. An hour later, Henry stomped in to complain that Parker had gone to collect Simon from the railway station without telling her first, even though Parker had promised her a ride in the motorcar—by which time my wisp had coalesced into a very interesting-looking cloud.

I hastily changed into my dark blue suit and most businesslike blouse. Then I ran downstairs and paced up and down the Marble Hall until Simon arrived.

“Oh, hello, Sophia,” he said, tugging off a new pair of very stylish black gloves and looking over my shoulder. “Toby’s upstairs, I suppose?”

“Yes,” I said. “But before you see him, I’d like to speak to you.”

There was a tiny pause as he took in my severe tone. He’d only heard it once before. Then it had astonished him, as if he’d been bitten by a butterfly. Now he merely handed his gloves to the footman, who was waiting, expressionless, with Simon’s coat already folded over his liveried arm.

“Of course,” Simon said to me. “Perhaps we could talk in … the music room? As the Princess Royal appears to be interviewing governesses in the library?”

“Fine,” I said.

“After you,” said Simon with a half smile, knowing perfectly well I had only the haziest notion of where the music room was. The footman, bless him, inclined his head the slightest bit to the left and flicked his gaze at the double doors of the State Dining Room. I gave him a grateful nod, then marched off, glimpsing with relief an enormous gilded harp through an adjacent doorway. Once we were inside, I shut the doors and led Simon over to a pair of armchairs near the window.

“Please sit down,” I said.

Simon did so, looking amused and extremely condescending. For the first time, I understood how Veronica often felt in his presence. I, too, had the urge to throw something at him. But I restrained myself, because there were Important Matters at stake.

“Do you want to be King of Montmaray?” I asked.

He leaned back in his chair, crossed one long leg over the other, and smiled. “Surely the question is not Do I want to be King? but Who is entitled to be King? I believe the honor usually goes to the late King’s eldest son.”

“It goes to the eldest legitimate male relative of the late King,” I said.

“My mother says she was married to the late King. She certainly ought to know.”

“So, she’s of sound mind, then?” I said. “Quite able to face a courtroom in order to answer charges of assault with a dangerous weapon?”

“I don’t know that that would be a good idea,” Simon said gently. “For her or for the FitzOsborne family.” It was as though he were playing chess with a beginner and was—regretfully—obliged to declare Check after half a dozen moves.

“So,” I said, “deciding not to press charges against your mother, paying for her to reside in an expensive clinic—is that enough to buy your silence? I assume you want something, too.”

“You ought to leave cynicism to your cousin, Sophia,” he said lightly. “It really doesn’t suit you.”

“You don’t know me at all, Simon.” I was proud of how steady my voice was. “You’ve never even noticed me. But I’ve studied you. And I know you won’t be satisfied being plain old Simon Chester, legal clerk, not anymore. I want to know what you’ll settle for—because you can be certain that Aunt Charlotte and Veronica won’t allow you to become King.”

He was nettled but determined not to show it. “They may be persuaded that I would do a better job of it—particularly as Toby is still at school. And I believe Toby will support me in this.”

“I don’t think he will,” I said. “Nor will the others, not when I tell them that you were the sole reason the Germans came to Montmaray.”

“What?”

“Don’t you recall?” I asked. “That dinner at Lord Bosworth’s where you pretended to be a diplomat? When you told the German Ambassador all about the shipwrecks and the sunken treasures of Montmaray? And quoted Edward de Quincy FitzOsborne’s ‘Voyage of King Bartholomew’? The bit about the Holy Grail, surely you remember that?”

“What on earth does that have to do with anything?” he said, but he’d gone white around the mouth.

“They came in search of the Grail. That was the only reason they were there. And it all went horribly wrong, for them and for us, and now Montmaray is in ruins.”

“You …” His fingers clenched on the armrests. “How could you possibly know what I did or said? Unless … Toby wrote to you, didn’t he? About the dinner party.”

“Yes,” I said. “And Herr Rahn told me about his Grail quest. And Veronica had a copy of a monograph Herr Rahn had written, about the Nazi-funded organization that employed him. And I put it all together—”

Simon leapt to his feet. “Even if you’re right! Even if they did … you can’t possibly blame me! I had no idea what the consequences would be!”

“No, and neither did my uncle when he tried to defend the castle against intruders. Neither did your mother, I suppose, when she attacked Veronica.”

Simon raised a shaking hand to his face. I watched, not as coolly as I would have liked. He was right. I couldn’t blame him. Not for that, anyway. I didn’t even blame poor Otto Rahn.

“Sophia, you have to believe me,” Simon said at last. “I never, ever wanted this to happen. Montmaray is my home, too. It broke my heart to see the castle in ruins that afternoon.”

“I know,” I said. “And you helped us escape.” I considered for a moment. “Of course, we helped you escape, too.”

“Yes,” he said, sinking back in his chair. He was pale, but his voice was even. “But this doesn’t change anything. Your aunt and cousin were never on my side. And Toby will support me—even when he knows about this. I’ll tell him myself.”

In fact, I’d mentioned it to Toby last year, but either he’d forgotten (understandably, given what was going on at the time) or he’d decided not to hold it against Simon. Still, I had to admire Simon’s resilience. Perhaps he would have made a good king. But he had a lean and hungry look, as Caesar (or Shakespeare) would have said. Such men are dangerous.

“All right,” I said. “And now we come to what I really wanted to discuss with you.”

He gave me an incredulous look. “Good God, there’s more?”

“I don’t trust you with Toby,” I said. “I think you’re a very bad influence on him.”

I folded my arms and waited for him to work it out. I held my breath, though, because I wasn’t entirely certain I’d guessed correctly about their relationship. It took about thirty seconds. Then he gave a short, unamused laugh.

“You have been studying me,” he said. “Because I know Toby didn’t tell you that.”

“I do make a habit of observing people,” I said. “Not just you. It’s simply that there weren’t many other people to observe at Montmaray.”

He shoved himself to his feet and stalked over to the window, staring out at the lengthening shadows. I examined my fingernails, which looked as though they’d been attacked by a cheese grater. Of course, I had recently spent quite a bit of time hanging off cliffs by my fingertips. Thank heavens for gloves, as Aunt Charlotte would say.

“I can’t believe I’m even discussing this with you,” Simon said abruptly, glancing over his shoulder. “But I don’t suppose you’d accept that Toby started it.”

“I might,” I said. (Actually, it seemed highly likely.) “But he’s a schoolboy and you’re not. Anyway, it’s illegal.”

“You’d be surprised how many gentlemen in the highest ranks of Society ignore that particular law,” he said. His voice had taken on a jagged edge. “Of course, the rules are quite different for the upstart sons of housekeepers.”

“I expect they are,” I said. “But could you sit down? You’re making my neck ache, trying to look at you from this angle.”

He sighed, then returned to his chair. “All right, Sophia. What do you want?”

“Well,” I said. “Firstly, I’m not sure that your job with Mr. Grenville is quite right for someone of your talents. I was thinking that, with your legal knowledge, you might consider becoming Montmaray’s new Lord Chancellor. Or perhaps our Ambassador—but I think Lord Chancellor has a nicer ring to it, don’t you?”

He nodded slowly, his dark gaze searching my face. “I think it does.”

“And Aunt Charlotte’s been complaining about how useless her secretary is, so perhaps you could do something about that,” I went on. “I’m sure you’d have no trouble making yourself indispensable to her. You could live here or at Montmaray House in London—we’ll be moving there ourselves for the Season.” I paused. “Does all this sound sensible to you?”

“Very,” he said. “Go on.”

“That’s about it,” I admitted. “Did you have some other ideas?”

“Aren’t you supposed to forbid me from ever being alone with your brother?”

“Would there be any point?”

“Not really,” he said. “I could try to stay away from Toby, but I can’t vouch for his actions. He’s very stubborn. It seems to be a FitzOsborne trait.”

We smiled at each other in a moment of perfect, mutual understanding.

“Anyway,” I added, “it would make Toby sad, and we’ve already got enough to be sad about. But I do wish you’d encourage him to study a bit more, Simon. And try to persuade him that Oxford is a good idea. It’ll make Aunt Charlotte happy.”

“And we do want to keep the Princess Royal happy,” he said.

“I think it would be wise,” I agreed. “I hate it when people quarrel, don’t you? Especially when they’re all family.” I stood and held out my hand for him to shake. He rose, captured my hand in his—and then lifted mine to his lips. I jerked my hand back, a couple of seconds too late, and gaped at him.

“It’s been a most … enlightening conversation, Sophia,” he said with his half smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must have a word with Toby before dinner.”

I ought to have accompanied Simon, but instead, I fell back into my chair the moment he left the room. I found I was trembling. It had been a nerve-racking and exhausting confrontation—but also rather thrilling. And the back of my hand still felt the press of Simon’s lips, brief though it had been. Not that I gave any thought to that as I gathered myself together and went upstairs to dress for dinner.

“I didn’t know you had it in you, Soph,” said Toby as he, Veronica, and I sat in the Velvet Drawing Room later that evening—Simon having been summoned to the library for a “little chat” with Aunt Charlotte. “When did you become so scheming?”

“It’s a fairly recent development,” I said.

“Simon called you ‘Machiavelli disguised as a debutante.’ ”

“Gosh,” I said, not sure whether to feel flattered or insulted.

“What are you talking about?” asked Veronica, glancing up from her newspaper. It was the first time she’d dined downstairs since we’d arrived, and she looked extremely elegant in her black jersey dress, with her hair piled on top of her head—although I noticed she’d acquired a smudge of newspaper ink along one high cheekbone. I leaned over and wiped it off with my thumb.

“Sophie has persuaded Simon to drop his claim to the throne,” Toby explained.

“Really?” said Veronica, astonished enough to let half of The Times flutter to the floor. “How did you manage that?”

“I simply reminded him of the importance of family loyalty,” I said.

“And offered him the Lord Chancellorship instead,” Toby added.

We braced ourselves for Veronica’s explosion, but she merely stared at me a moment, then returned to The Times. Toby raised his eyebrows at me, and I shrugged.

“Well then, it’s settled,” Toby said. “We ought to have an official gathering of the new Court in Exile. Or is it called an Assembly? Veronica?”

“Privy Council,” she said, not looking up from her newspaper.

“Right,” said Toby. “Because, firstly, we need to decide what I’m called. I mean, do I have to be the next King John, or can I be King Tobias, or—”

“You can call yourself whatever you want,” said Veronica, rustling her newspaper impatiently. “It’s a monarchy, not a socialist democracy.”

“ ‘When Caesar says, “Do this,” it is performed,’ ” I quoted.

“And look how he ended up—dead in the street with knives sticking out of his back,” said Toby. “No thank you. I shall be the very model of a modern major monarch—”

Simon strode into the room and threw himself into an armchair.

“That was quick,” said Toby.

“Wasn’t much to discuss, really,” Simon said. “I’ve always admired the Princess Royal. Remarkably pragmatic lady, when presented with the facts, and she was most appreciative of my offer to take over her appointment book. Her secretary seems to be making a terrible muddle of her charity luncheons and committee meetings and so forth.”

“Excellent work,” Toby said. “And you’re just in time for the first Privy Council meeting of the reign of King Tobias of Montmaray. First item on the agenda—appointment of the Lord Chancellor. That’s you, Simon.”

“Thank you very much,” said Simon, giving a little bow.

“Veronica, you can be Court Historian and Constitutional Expert,” said Toby. Veronica rolled her eyes. “And, Sophie, what would you like to be?”

“Me?” I said.

“I know you’re going to write all this down in that journal of yours,” said Toby. “So you’re already Court Scribe, but how about—”

“Ambassador?” suggested Simon blandly. “I happen to know she has excellent negotiating skills.”

“Perfect,” said Toby.

I gave Simon a narrow look. He smiled at me and leaned back in his chair.

“And Henry can be Commander of Defence,” Toby went on. “Next item! Finances. Simon? Any coins rolling around the bottom of the Privy Purse?”

“Well, it’s complicated,” said Simon. “I’ve barely started going through all the records in London, but my guess is that apart from the savings account, which has about sixty pounds in it, we’re entirely dependent on the Princess Royal’s private income.”

“Good old Uncle Arthur,” said Toby. “God rest his soul.”

“Yes, but unfortunately, a large proportion of his fortune is derived from coal mining. If a Labour government got in again and nationalized the mines—”

“They’d pay compensation,” said Veronica. “Besides, there’s property as well. Most of the village of Milford, a hunting lodge in Scotland, warehouses and factories in Manchester and London. Plenty of rent coming in from them.”

“Naturally, I’m aware of the Princess Royal’s extensive property holdings,” said Simon, scowling at Veronica. “I’m simply explaining that the Kingdom of Montmaray is essentially broke, and that if the Princess Royal were to, heaven forbid, pass away suddenly, her money wouldn’t necessarily go to Toby. She could leave it all to the Cats Protection League if she so desired.”

“Why would she do that?” asked Toby. “She doesn’t even like cats. She likes me.”

“She’d like you a damned sight more if you stopped getting expelled from schools,” said Simon.

“It was only one school,” said Toby. “Stop exaggerating.”

“I’m merely pointing out,” said Simon with studied patience, “that you ought to be as obliging as possible these next few months while I try to negotiate a permanent allowance for you and the girls. Do a bit of work for the entrance examinations, go up to Oxford, try not to get sent down in your first year—”

“Then marry an aristocratic young lady from a rich family and produce a couple of heirs,” finished Veronica.

Toby pulled a horrified face and turned to me. “Soph, don’t you dare fall in love with anyone with an income of less than a hundred thousand a year. And make sure you have sons, not daughters. Dozens of them, if you can manage it.” He turned back to Simon. “Also, how am I supposed to pass exams when I won’t be back at school for months?”

“Months?” said Simon. “Don’t you mean ‘a week or two’? Anyway, I’m going up to London in a few days, so I’ll talk to your House Master and bring all your books back. Veronica can tutor you in Latin and History, Sophia can help with English Literature, then you just need to practice your music. Now, what’s next on your agenda?”

“Simon, you are No Fun,” Toby declared. “Hmm, what is next? Oh—Simon, could you find Alice and the other villagers, let them know what’s happened, and give them our new address? And we really must organize honors for all the nice people who saved our lives. Ant, the Basque captain, and Colonel Stanley-Ross. We’ll need to borrow Aunt Charlotte’s Order of the Sea Monster—”

“Order of Benedict,” Veronica corrected.

“—to have a few new ones made up. It’s a sort of round silver thing with a blue sash, isn’t it? We should probably have an official ceremony, but that might be difficult if the Captain’s at sea. Can you track him down? His name’s Captain Zuleta. Veronica, what’s his first name?”

Simon was making a note of this in his little black memorandum book when one of the footmen came in and said that Aunt Charlotte needed Simon’s help with some correspondence.

“Poor Simon,” said Toby, watching him stride back down the corridor. “He’ll never have a moment’s rest now.”

“Poor Simon!” repeated Veronica scornfully, picking up her newspaper. “I wouldn’t waste any pity on him. He’s exactly where he wants to be.”

The next day, a car from the clinic in Poole came to collect Rebecca and Simon. It was thought Rebecca’s departure might be more easily accomplished if the rest of us were out of the way. Lady Astley’s invitation to luncheon had therefore been most welcome, although I still felt rather nervous about it.

“Who’s going to be there?” I asked Toby as Parker shut my door and went round to the front of the car. “You have to tell me their proper titles and what we’re supposed to call them. I always get barons and baronets mixed up.”

Henry waved mournfully from the front door. Her new governess was due to arrive any moment, so Aunt Charlotte had insisted Henry stay behind with her. We all waved back.

“It’s just the Stanley-Rosses and Ant, as far as I know,” said Toby. “And Julia’s father is Lord Astley—a baron, not a baronet.”

“But what’s the difference?”

“It’s quite simple,” said Veronica. “English peers are, from most important to least: dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons. Then there are baronets, but they can’t sit in the House of Lords, and knights, who can’t pass on their title to their eldest sons.”

“It’s not simple at all,” I said. “Why is he Lord Astley if his children are called Stanley-Ross?”

“The title’s Astley, his family name is Stanley-Ross,” said Toby. “Don’t worry about it. He blusters a bit, but Lady Astley is awfully sweet, she’ll adore you. As for the others—well, David’s the eldest and he’s married to the niece of Lady Bosworth. I don’t know if he’ll be around, though. Penelope, his wife, prefers London. There’s a second son, Charles, but I’ve only met him once. He’s the black sheep, off gold-digging in Ontario or Otago or somewhere. Then there’s Julia, of course, and Ant—I mean, Lord Whittingham.”

“Only son of an earl, so he gets to use the courtesy title of Viscount,” put in Veronica.

“And then Rupert’s the youngest,” said Toby. “Oh, I haven’t seen him for months. I can’t wait for you all to meet him!”

“Isn’t he back at school now?” I asked. “Or does he still have the flu?”

“He’s much better,” said Toby. “But he had rheumatic fever when he was a baby and nearly died, so his mother tends to fuss a bit. Not that he’s all that keen to return to school.”

“Sounds like someone I know,” said Veronica.

“What are you talking about?” said Toby indignantly. “I’m the walking wounded! Worse, the limping wounded. There’s no way I could manage all those stairs at school. Besides, you haven’t any idea how nasty and rough and brutish schoolboys can be. What if someone pushed me over in a dim, rarely used corridor, and I lay there like a tortoise on its back, neglected, forgotten, becoming weaker and weaker, until years later, my skeleton was discovered, one leg still encased in plaster—”

Veronica laughed, for what seemed like the first time in weeks, and Toby looked very pleased.

“But tell us more about Rupert,” I said. “Does he really hate school? I thought you said he was clever.”

“Oh, he is. He’s always reading. But he’s even worse than me at Games. And it doesn’t help that both his brothers were in Pop—that’s the Eton Society—and David was Captain of the Eleven and scored a century against Harrow. Still, only another six months and we’re both free.”

“Which reminds me,” said Veronica. “When are the Oxford entrance examinations?”

“Around Easter, I think. Why? Are you putting your name down for them?”

“Yes, I’m sure Aunt Charlotte would be delighted to fund my university education,” said Veronica sardonically. “I’m talking about you. Have you even picked up a book in the past week?”

“I have had other matters on my mind, you know!”

I tuned out their squabble, because the view was so much more interesting. My only previous car trip had been at night. Now I gazed my fill, at farmland divided into neat shapes by hedges and stone walls, at velvety hills with the white chalk beneath showing through in patches, at clumps of dark old woodland. We motored past Salisbury, catching a tantalizing glimpse of the cathedral spire, and Toby promised he’d take us there once he could walk around properly.

“Do we go past Stonehenge on our way?” I asked.

Toby shook his head. “No, but it’s not too far from here. We could visit it on the way back if there’s time.”

“I do feel sorry for Henry, missing all this,” I said with a sigh, settling back against the leather seat.

“I feel sorrier for the new governess,” said Toby. “I wonder how long she’ll last.”

We discussed this as we drove along beside a slate-green river. I thought at least six months, as Henry’s behavior seemed so much improved lately. Toby said three weeks. Veronica felt it depended on the lady’s employment history.

“If, for instance, she’s worked in a prison or a zoo, she might have developed the appropriate skills and become a bit hardier,” Veronica pointed out.

We turned off the main road, and Toby directed our attention to a large pile of gray stone with some chimneys poking out the top.

“Astley Manor,” he announced, although it took another couple of miles of winding lane before we reached the gates.

“Is it really Elizabethan?” I asked, leaning forward.

“Well, the original part is,” said Toby. “There’s a Georgian wing and some hideous Victorian bits pretending to be medieval. Lady Astley wants to modernize the bathrooms and the kitchen, but I doubt they’ll ever get round to it. With three sons to put through Eton and Oxford, it takes all their spare money just keeping the roof tiles on.”

The car rolled to a stop near a doorway set into a thick stone wall. Shreds of bronze-colored ivy dangled from the lintel, where someone had attempted to cut the vines back. Further up, they grew unhindered, twining round a weathered coat of arms, half obscuring the diamond-paned windows, and seemingly holding one battered chimney in place. A couple of shabby evergreens reclined against the wall, and thistles popped their fuzzy heads out of the cracks in the path. As we climbed from the car, the door of the house was flung open and Julia rushed out, followed by a confusion of people.

“My dears!” Julia cried. “Have you had the most dreadful trip? That horrid, winding road—but, Sophie, what an adorable hat! And, Veronica, how are you? Ant told me—oh, Toby, you poor darling, do watch out for that paving stone, you know the place is falling to bits. Ant, take Veronica’s arm, no, the other one. Rupert! Where is that—oh, there you are. Put that creature down at once, and come and meet the girls.”

A thin boy with something brown and fluffy draped across his left arm hurried over. “Sorry,” he panted. “I was just putting her—How do you do?”

He held out his right hand, which I shook. The brown thing turned out to be the world’s floppiest rabbit, who blinked at me, then went back to sleep.

“Is she all right?” I asked, looking at the neat bandage tied around her front paw.

“Oh, yes. It’s just that she jumped off the sofa yesterday, knocked over a glass of sherry, and stepped on the—”

“Drunk again, I suppose,” said Toby, limping over. He gave his friend a one-armed hug. “I’ve never known a rabbit to spend so much time getting blotto. Now, aren’t you going to tell me how haggard and washed-out I look?”

“You look exactly the same as ever,” said Rupert with a smile. “Except for a tiny bit of plaster on your leg. Stop fishing for compliments.”

“Rupert only cares about injuries if they happen to poor dumb beasts,” explained Toby.

“But why are we standing round out here?” wailed Julia. We instantly found ourselves in a long hall, maids divesting us of coats and gloves under the stern gaze of some Stanley-Ross ancestors rendered in dark, dusty-looking oils. Then the butler whisked us down a corridor into a cozy wood-paneled drawing room, where Lady Astley was waiting. Without rising from her seat or even saying very much, she gave the distinct impression she’d been looking forward to our visit for weeks. She was an older, languid version of Julia—warmhearted and very pretty, but lacking Julia’s boundless energy. Julia seemed to have inherited that from her father, who stomped into the room in his tweeds, barking orders at the servants, organizing us into our seats, summoning up a footstool for Toby, marching over to poke at the roaring fire, then wheeling round to hurl questions at me.

I’d never before had to converse with so many new people at once. Faced with Lady Astley’s amiable murmurs, Lord Astley’s good-natured but brusque enquiries, and Julia’s usual barrage of talk, I found myself sinking deeper and deeper into my armchair, my tongue tying itself in knots. On one side of me, Anthony was telling Veronica about his aeroplane’s latest mechanical mishap; on the other, Toby and Rupert were deep in an equally unintelligible conversation about mutual friends and enemies at Eton. I could only be thankful that David and his wife were still in London.

After about twenty minutes of this, Julia jumped up and offered a tour of the house before luncheon. Lord Astley accompanied us as far as the library, where he was highly gratified by Veronica’s interest in his diplomat grandfather’s bound memoirs. Julia and I left them there and continued upwards, through a maze of rooms and corridors.

“It’s all so poky and jumbled,” apologized Julia, shoving open a door to reveal a bedroom that had been divided down the middle with a plywood wall, leaving a half window in each side.

“Oh, no,” I said sincerely. “I think it’s wonderful.” I didn’t say it reminded me of home, even though it did, because I was trying not to think too much about Montmaray.

“You are sweet,” she said, beaming. “We adore it, of course, but it’s hopelessly impractical, falling down round our ears. And compared to Milford Park—well! Everything’s so beautifully designed there, such a sense of space and light, but not so large that it’s impossible to run. Imagine, your aunt’s dear old husband buying that entire estate for her as a wedding present! And then all the renovations and landscaping … Goodness, I wish our uncle had had the sense to buy up a lot of coal mines fifty years ago—but don’t tell Ant I said that, he’s awfully thingy about the poor old coal miners. Anyway, this was David and Charlie’s room before they went off to school, but they kept trying to murder each other, so it was thought best to divide the room in two. David took a suite over in the East Wing after he got married, and now his wife wants to put in new windows and a glass bathtub, and she’s driving Daddy completely mad. Here we are, this is mine.”

We entered a narrow room into which had been squashed a four-poster bed, several wardrobes, and an immense glass-topped dressing table. “I have the greatest favor to ask,” Julia said, yanking open a drawer. “Would you be an absolute angel and take some of these old things away with you? They’ll fit you, with your tiny waist—oh, try this frock on. It has a beaded wrap, here it is …”

And Julia proceeded to off-load what seemed like half her wardrobe on me. I kept protesting, but she wouldn’t listen. Instead, she rang for her maid, who pinned up some skirts for me and promised to have them hemmed before we left.

“Oh, Julia, I can’t possibly—”

“But they’re ancient, darling, and they don’t fit me and I can’t exactly pass them on to Rupert, can I? Besides, when I think of how it must have been for you, leaving all your things behind …” Her eyes welled. I didn’t point out that the clothes I’d left behind had hardly been worth saving. “Well, thank heavens you’re all safe now,” Julia concluded with a sniff. “I just wish I had something that could fit Veronica, but she’s so tall, isn’t she?” Julia dropped her voice. “And of course, she doesn’t love clothes and things as we do.”

I had to admit this was true. Then the gong rang for luncheon, and we went downstairs. The food was wonderful. There was roast pork with sage-and-onion stuffing and applesauce and julienned vegetables, then rhubarb tart with custard, then biscuits and cheese. Lord Astley and Anthony discussed politics with Veronica, the men tactfully avoiding any mention of Germany. Lady Astley, Julia, and Toby gossiped about a lot of people I’d never heard of. Rupert joined in occasionally but was mostly silent. At one stage, I saw him lean down to check on his rabbit, who was laid out underneath his chair. It was difficult to detect anything of Julia in him; it made me wonder what his brothers were like. He had fair, straight hair that slanted across his forehead, big hazel eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles across his nose. He looked several years younger than Toby, although I knew he was actually five months older. I had a better chance to study him after luncheon, when Toby urged him to show me the garden (Julia having been called to the telephone and Veronica drawn irresistibly towards the library, as though it were a giant magnet and she were made of iron filings).

Being the middle of winter, the rose garden consisted of spiky twigs sticking out of the ground, the daffodil beds were mounds of mud, and the herb garden was mostly wooden signs indicating where things might appear in three months’ time. But there was a nice, long hothouse, with a fat-bellied stove at each end keeping the trays of seedlings and potted flowers warm. Next to the hothouse was a fishpond, and beyond that were the stables. As there wasn’t much to say about any of this, Rupert and I crunched along the path in near silence, smiling shyly whenever we happened to catch the other’s eye. Unfortunately, my tongue had knotted up again. I couldn’t think of anything he might be interested in discussing; he probably felt the same about me. It was with a slight note of desperation that he asked if I’d like to see the birds.

“Oh! You mean your homing pigeons?” I asked.

“And yours. Well, Toby’s. I’ve been looking after them for him.”

He led me up a wooden staircase at the back of the stables, and we emerged into a large, light-filled loft. Soft cooing noises came from all around—from the rafters, from shallow boxes nailed to the walls, and from Rupert’s shoulder, where a white creature with feathery legs and a fanned tail had just landed.

“Is that a pigeon?” I asked, wide-eyed.

“A fancy one, yes,” he said, placing the bird beside a bowl of grain on a long wooden table. The bird pecked at a corn kernel disdainfully, then waddled off. “And a very spoilt one, as you can see. One of Julia’s young men gave it to her. But most of the birds here are ordinary homing pigeons.”

“Hardly ordinary,” I said. “Flying for hundreds of miles in a single day! How many do you have?”

“Thirty-nine,” he said, not even having to think about it. “But there are at least a dozen pairs that I’m hoping will nest this spring. Each hen usually lays two eggs, so—”

He stopped abruptly and blushed, perhaps remembering that such subjects weren’t meant to be discussed in mixed company. I quickly looked around for another topic.

“Goodness, it’s all so … so well organized,” I said, which was quite true. Each metal feed-bin was neatly labeled, the floor was swept clean, the water in each bowl was clear. It smelled pleasantly of wheat and straw and feathers.

“We have a very good pigeon man,” said Rupert, still slightly pink. “He does most of it, especially when I’m at school.” Walking over to a nearby box, he peered inside, then lifted out a bird. “Here’s one of Toby’s. The first one to make it back with your message, actually. Hold out your hands.”

I did so, and a soft, warm weight was lowered into them. A gray pigeon, vaguely familiar-looking, gazed up at me. I stared back, a heavy feeling growing in my chest.

“She’s four years old, one of my very first chicks. I remember training her.”

“How …” I cleared my throat and started again. “How can you tell one bird from another?”

“That little metal band on her leg. And she remembered exactly which box was hers, she headed straight to it. After I’d fed her, of course.”

“She must have been so hungry,” I said. “And, and so tired, flying all that way—”

Then I burst into tears.

Poor Rupert. When he’d agreed to show me round the garden, he had no idea he’d be forced to deal with this. The pigeon fluffed out her feathers, wondering why it had suddenly started raining inside, and Rupert stepped forward to rescue the unfortunate bird. Then he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held it out to me.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, looking almost as distressed as I felt. “I’m such a clod … Won’t you sit down?” He led me over to a bench and sat beside me as I sobbed and sobbed. It was the sort of crying that I knew from experience wouldn’t stop just because I wanted it to—in fact, trying to control it only made it worse. After about five minutes, which felt like five hours, I ran out of tears and oxygen.

“Sorry,” I gasped.

“No, it’s my fault,” he said. “I was so thoughtless, reminding you of—”

“Montmaray,” I said. I blew my nose into his handkerchief.

“Mummy told me not to mention it,” he said miserably. “That it would be too awful for you, and then I went and—”

I took an unsteady breath. “Although it is supposed to make one feel better, having a good cry,” I said.

“Do you feel better?” he asked.

“Not just at the moment, no,” I admitted. “I feel much worse.”

“As though you’d stuffed a whole lot of things into a cupboard, far too many to fit, and you were worried the door would burst open? And then it did, at the worst possible moment, and everything fell out on the floor and smashed?”

“Well … yes,” I said, staring at him.

And indeed, I did feel empty inside, and it did seem that my memories of Montmaray had been shattered beyond repair, that even my oldest, happiest recollections were tainted by the way things had ended. But I was surprised that a near stranger, a boy at that, could understand this so well.

“How does it burst out for you?” I asked, curious. “Toby never cries anymore. At least—he did a bit when he broke his leg, but he was barely conscious at the time.”

Rupert looked down at his hands. “Well, I haven’t had anything nearly as dreadful as what you’ve had to deal with, of course. Just … well, just being homesick and hating school. But I do cry. I try to save it up for when no one’s around, though. It’s difficult at school. Sometimes one has to save it up for weeks, and by then, it’s stopped being sadness and become a sort of … irritation with everything and everyone.”

“I can’t imagine you stomping about, kicking and swearing at people,” I said with a watery smile.

“No, it’s more snapping at them—usually at friends because they’re the closest and most convenient,” he said. “Which makes one feel even worse. I think it would be easier to be a girl, to be expected to cry.”

“Veronica doesn’t.”

“What, never?”

“Never. Not even when she was very little.”

“Gosh, Julia does it about once a day,” he said. “She doesn’t even have to be sad. She cried when Ant gave her her Christmas present, and then when our grandmother said Julia could borrow her tiara for the wedding …”

We discussed whether crying was an involuntary reflex, like sneezing, and whether animals cried. The conversation was so interesting that I almost forgot to be upset. But I kept needing to blow my nose, and a glance out the window revealed the afternoon light had suddenly grown much dimmer. Rupert jumped up and showed me the sink, and I washed my face and dried it on my sleeve. It didn’t do much good—I knew my eyes would stay red and puffy for hours. We went back into the house, where everyone stared, then decided the most courteous thing to do would be to ignore my woebegone countenance. Lord Astley had been called away to his study to speak with a tenant, so the rest of us sat around the drawing room for a while, Julia and Toby reading bits of Tatler and Country Life out loud to each other in silly voices and Rupert dabbing ointment on his rabbit’s paw where she’d gnawed off her bandage. Then Parker brought the car to the front, and we went outside, and Lady Astley kissed us all goodbye in a very motherly way, which nearly made me start crying again. In the car, Toby put his arm round my shoulders, and Veronica took my hand and squeezed it. Nobody said anything. I was so exhausted, I slept most of the way back.

I mean, most of the way home. I have to start thinking of it as that.
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