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  ‘Come, Powerscourt, come. I have a great secret to tell you.’




  Lord Rosebery was waiting impatiently outside his front door as Powerscourt’s luggage was taken into the house. Dalmeny, near Edinburgh, was one of Rosebery’s many mansions.




  ‘I’ve only just arrived. Why can’t you tell me inside Dalmeny, rather than rushing me off like this?’ Lord Francis Powerscourt sounded petulant.




  ‘There are too many people in my house just now. I am taking you to Barnbougle, my little castle by the sea. Nobody will disturb us there.’




  Rosebery led the way down the little path that led into the woods. A pair of magpies, predatory and delinquent, flew off ahead of them on some malevolent mission.




  ‘I will tell you the most important part now, Francis,’ said Rosebery, peering melodramatically around him as though spies or enemy agents might have been lurking in his woods. He

  drew his cloak tightly around him and whispered into Powerscourt’s ear. ‘Someone is blackmailing the Prince of Wales. The Princess of Wales fears for the life of her eldest son Prince

  Eddy.’




  Rosebery stepped back with the special satisfaction of those who pass on secrets. Powerscourt was already mentally shifting through his previous cases. He had investigated murders in Simla and

  in Delhi, in London and in Wiltshire. Only once before had he encountered blackmail.




  He had known Rosebery since Eton, and they had remained friends though they were so dissimilar. Rosebery was slightly below average height with the face of a cherub maturing slowly into a

  statesman. He was very rich and much of his wealth was consumed in his annual, unfulfilled quest to win the Derby. Rosebery had been Foreign Secretary and was widely spoken of as a future Prime

  Minister. Powerscourt was a head taller than his friend, a head crowned with unruly black curls. Beneath them a pair of blue eyes inspected the world with detachment and irony, the lines of his

  smiles turning imperceptibly into wrinkles by the sides of his mouth and his eyes. He had served with distinction in India and Africa as Chief Intelligence Officer for various armies of the Crown.

  His skills in collecting and evaluating information had given him a second career as a solver of murders and mysteries at home and abroad.




  ‘There it is!’ said Rosebery, pointing proudly at a small castle right on the shore. ‘Barnbougle. My ancestors were swept out to sea here, along with the bricks and mortar.

  I’ve had it restored.’




  All around the little castle the waves were beating steadily, cascades of spray thrown against the walls. Far out in the Firth of Forth a coal packet was beating its way towards the North Sea,

  black smoke marking the afternoon sky.




  Rosebery led the way through a large hall to his library on the first floor.




  ‘Now then, Rosebery, tell me more about this blackmail.’




  Rosebery sat by his fireplace, the lines of his bookshelves marching symmetrically towards the windows. ‘There isn’t a great deal more to say. The blackmail letters arrive at

  irregular intervals. They threaten to expose the Prince of Wales for his adulterous lifestyle.’




  ‘Surely,’ said Powerscourt, ‘the mystery is that nobody has tried to blackmail the Prince of Wales before. His life is one long debauch. He keeps or has kept strings of

  mistresses rather like you keep your racehorses on Epsom Downs.’




  ‘I sincerely hope that he has more success with his mistresses than I do with my racehorses,’ said Rosebery ruefully. ‘I should think that of the two, mistresses, if properly

  bred and trained, should be the cheaper option to maintain.’




  ‘Do you know how the letters are written? Block capitals, disguised handwriting, that sort of thing?’




  ‘Oddly enough, that is one of the few details the Prince of Wales’ Private Secretary, Sir William Suter, chose to impart. They are made up of letters cut out of newspapers, believed

  to be The Times and the Illustrated London News, and pasted on to a sheet of plain paper.’




  ‘Are they delivered by hand?’




  ‘No, they come by post, usually on Tuesdays. They are always posted in Central London on Mondays.’




  Powerscourt turned to gaze out at the sea. Faint sounds of the angry waves carried up into the library. Rosebery was looking at his rare and valuable books.




  ‘And the Princess of Wales, Rosebery? You said she was worried about the life of Prince Eddy.’




  ‘She is, she is,’ said Rosebery, picking out an ancient Bible from his shelves and blowing a small cloud of dust from the spine. ‘Sir William did not say whether this was a

  mother’s anxiety or if there was some other deeper reason for it.’




  ‘Does Prince Eddy share his father’s tastes? A life entirely devoted to pleasure with occasional breaks for opening new buildings and laying foundation stones?’




  ‘I don’t think the aphrodisiac of adultery has quite the same appeal for Prince Eddy as it does for the father. They say he likes men as well as women.’




  ‘Dear God, Rosebery, what a collection.’




  ‘They are all we have, Francis, God help us. They may live on the edge of scandal all the time, the Prince of Wales and his set, but they are the Royal Family and we must do what we can.

  But Francis, you will not be surprised to hear that they want you to investigate this blackmail. I told Suter I would send him a wire today, to say that you were on board, that you had accepted the

  commission.’




  Powerscourt stared intently at his friend. ‘It will be very difficult, Rosebery, almost impossible. No crime has been committed, apart from pasting up a few letters and sticking them in

  the post. There are never any witnesses with blackmail, as you know. There is nobody to question. Any correspondence that might have a bearing on the matter will be out of bounds. Payments from

  banks and bankers to blackmailers with or without scissors and paste and back copies of The Times are rather hard to trace. Messrs Finch’s & Co., you know as well as I do,

  Rosebery, do not share their secrets with any passing lord.’




  ‘I know, Francis, I know.’ Rosebery had adopted the tone he used in the House of Lords with dim-witted and elderly peers. ‘But you must do it. There have been far too many

  scandals involving the Prince of Wales and his family. One more could do untold damage to the stability of the constitution and the coherence of the Empire.’




  ‘Those of us who have accepted the Queen’s Commission in the past cannot refuse it now,’ said Powerscourt sadly. ‘I accept. But you will help me, won’t you? You

  know these people far better than I do.’




  ‘Of course I’ll help you, Francis,’ said Rosebery, rising to his feet and clasping Powerscourt’s hand firmly in his own. ‘I will help you in any way I can as long

  as your investigation lasts. But come, I must send that wire.’




  Darkness was falling as the two men made their way back to Dalmeny, their boots crunching through the late autumn leaves.




  ‘You and I have an appointment at the Prince of Wales’ London residence at Marlborough House at nine o’clock in the morning on Tuesday. Five days from now.’




  Lord Johnny Fitzgerald, Powerscourt’s friend and companion in detection, was perched precariously on top of Slaughter, nearly one hundred feet above the ground. To his

  left were Conquest, Famine and Death, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. To his right, more shadowy in the dusty shafts of light that fell into the bell tower, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John gave

  silent testimony to the gentler thoughts of the bell wrights who had cast these monsters two hundred years before.




  Round his neck there hung a pair of the finest field glasses the Prussian Army could purchase. Up here, in the tower of his friend Powerscourt’s Rokesley church, Lord Johnny could indulge

  his passion for bird-watching. There was a splendid view of Powerscourt’s house Rokesley Hall just beneath him. To the south, beyond the hill, was the pleasant market town of Oundle with its

  fine eighteenth-century buildings and its architecturally less distinguished public school. To the east lay Fotheringhay with its square church tower, evoking memories of the incarceration of Mary

  Queen of Scots. To the west and the north lay the broad expanse of Rockingham Forest which ran for some ten miles before petering out at Kings Cliffe.




  Above the forest great hunting birds would circle, rising impossibly slowly in great rhythmic sweeps up the air currents before hurtling down towards their invisible prey. In his lair,

  surrounded by the four evangelists and the four horsemen of the apocalypse, Fitzgerald would sit for hours at a time, watching the hunt, waiting for the kill.




  Lord Francis Powerscourt was walking home from Oundle station. The boys from the school were playing a rugby match, the treble cheers of their supporters echoing shrilly back into the town.

  Powerscourt was thinking about Latin unseens, passages of Pliny, speeches from Livy, rhetoric from Cicero staring up at you from a page you had never seen before. You might recognize a couple of

  words the first time you read it through. The rest was a mystery to be unravelled. All his life Powerscourt had been fascinated by mysteries: puzzles as a small child, sitting by his mother’s

  chair, a great fire burning in the hearth, the flow of Irish conversation passing literally over his head: codes and cryptograms during his time in the army in India, struggling in some stifling

  tent to decipher the messages of Her Majesty’s enemies.




  Each new investigation now seemed to him like another Latin unseen. You began with a few words, a few pieces of knowledge to be amplified and translated as the case went on. He remembered the

  satisfaction he found at school, as the meaning of the Latin slowly became apparent, revealed like invisible ink under the solvent of his brain.




  Some noise from above reached Powerscourt, walking briskly down the hill. Fitzgerald must be here, watching his birds from the top of the tower.




  ‘Johnny!’ shouted Powerscourt. ‘Johnny! Johnny!’




  His cries had no effect on the bird-watcher up above. Powerscourt hurried across the drive to meet his friend in the churchyard.




  Powerscourt and Fitzgerald had known each other growing up in Ireland. They had the special closeness of those who have fought side by side in battle. Fitzgerald was rash and impetuous and had

  been saved more than once by the cooler head and accurate shooting of his friend. They still served together on Powerscourt’s detective missions. And on two occasions, as Powerscourt

  sometimes reminded himself, Lord Johnny had saved his sanity.




  Over twenty years before Powerscourt and his three younger sisters had been devastated by the sudden death of their parents and three of their grandparents in the great influenza epidemic that

  decimated the Anglo-Irish aristocracy in and around Dublin. They were left in their huge mausoleum of a house, drenched in memories they could not escape. Two of Powerscourt’s three sisters

  grew thin and pale and looked as though they would waste away. Powerscourt himself felt sick with the responsibility of unexpectedly becoming head of his family.




  Uninvited and unannounced, Lord Johnny Fitzgerald and his mother came to stay. Quite what kind Lady Fitzgerald said to his sisters, Powerscourt never knew. But they began to get better. Johnny

  Fitzgerald took Powerscourt off for five days in which they walked right round the Wicklow Mountains, staying at country inns, rising early, exhausted by nightfall. And at the end of their march,

  Lord Johnny spoke harshly to his friend.




  ‘Look here, Francis, forgive me if I give you some advice.’ They were standing on top of the great marble staircase of Powerscourt House that looked out on to the fountain in the

  lake and the faint blue of the Wicklow Mountains beyond the gardens. ‘You’re all going to hell in a handcart if you stay in this house any longer. You must get away. All of you. You

  must begin again while you’re all young enough to do it and before those lovely girls turn into old maids of mourning. I know a man who will give you a tremendous price for that house and for

  as much of the estate as you want to sell. A tremendous price.’ Lord Johnny nodded his head vigorously in admiration of the tremendous price he had negotiated with a Dublin coal magnate

  before his visit. ‘You should move to London. You’ll get your sisters married off in no time at all over there.’




  Reluctantly, then with increasing energy and vigour, Powerscourt followed his advice. They had all moved to London, the three sisters, possibly taking to heart the advice of Lady Fitzgerald,

  enthusiastic for new friends and a different society. The lovely girls were indeed all married now, producing nephews and one niece with a speed that sometimes alarmed their uncle as the intervals

  between birthdays grew shorter and shorter, the names of new babies harder and harder to remember. Soon he would have a cricket team composed entirely of Powerscourts if his sisters continued

  breeding like this.




  ‘Johnny, I’m so glad to see you,’ said Powerscourt. ‘I think we have a new case. A real puzzle of a case. Come and have some tea and I’ll tell you all about

  it.’




  Fitzgerald had saved Powerscourt once in his twenties. He was to save him again at the end of his thirties.




  At the age of thirty-six, in St George’s Hanover Square, Lord Francis Powerscourt had married Caroline Stone, eldest daughter of Albert Stone, a wealthy landowner in Dorset. One year later

  their first child, Thomas, was born. Two years after that, mother and son were drowned when the SS Amelia, a passenger ship on the Dublin to Liverpool route, went down with all hands. One

  hundred and sixty-seven people died. For Powerscourt, it was as though death came for him once a decade. Parents, wife, child, all had gone. This time Fitzgerald carried him off to Italy for three

  months, hoping that Powerscourt’s love of classical antiquity and the masterpieces of the Renaissance would cure him of the terrible grief.




  On their return to England once again Lord Johnny suggested flight. ‘You must get away, Francis, away to somewhere where you never knew Caroline, somewhere out of London. You don’t

  need to be in London any more now. But if you stay you’ll end up withered and shrunk like that old Queen Victoria and her forty years of mourning.’




  So Powerscourt had moved again and now he was pouring tea in Rokesley Hall for his friend in the little sitting-room that looked out over the lawns to the churchyard and Lord Johnny’s

  bells.




  ‘I have been closeted with Lord Rosebery in his Dark Tower by the sea at Barnbougle. Somebody is trying to blackmail the Prince of Wales. The Princess is fearful for the life of their

  eldest son. They say, God help us all, that he likes men as well as women. I am bidden to a great conference with Private Secretary Suter in Pall Mall two days from now. That’s it in a

  nutshell.’




  Outside a couple of very small birds were performing a slow dance across the lawn.




  ‘Bloody hell! Some shell. Some nut.’ Lord Johnny Fitzgerald looked closely at his friend. ‘That would be the very devil to crack. I’m not sure it can be done.

  Nobody’s going to talk.’




  ‘We can’t give up at this stage, Johnny. We haven’t started yet. I think I am going to make some inquiries about the Prince of Wales’ finances.’




  Fitzgerald helped himself to a couple of crumpets and a small mountain of butter. ‘And I could make some inquiries into what the rich and discreet homosexuals of London get up to. Prince

  Eddy must be known in that world, if what they say is true.’




  ‘Do you think we could get a man on the inside, Johnny? Blackmailers usually have inside knowledge from somewhere. The most likely place is from the servants at Marlborough House or

  Sandringham. I wonder if they’d let us put one of our own people in there, a senior footman or underbutler, somebody like that.’




  ‘You could try it, Francis. I think I know a man who went to school with that Private Secretary Sir William Suter. He was a mean little sod then. I don’t suppose he’s

  changed.’




  For two hours the two men talked until the fire had gone out and darkness had fallen over the Powerscourt estate beyond the windows. As they went off to dinner in Oundle’s finest hotel,

  Lord Johnny had cheered up sufficiently to order a bottle of Chassagne-Montrachet with the fish.




  ‘We’re celebrating,’ he told the wine waiter. ‘I saw three kestrels and a hawk today.’
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  The blinds were tightly drawn. The door was locked and bolted. Two lamps cast fitful light over the long table. At one end was a large pile of newspapers and magazines. Lined

  up along the table, in four untidy rows, were the letters of the alphabet, cut loosely from their pages. The hands moved awkwardly with the paste as they composed a new message. Quite often the

  hands spilt paste on to the table or on to the floor. The hands had always been bad at art at school, always bottom of the class. This Sunday afternoon another message was almost complete, capital

  letters used in the middle of words, full stops in the wrong place, the letters themselves set at irregular angles on the page. The artist began to giggle, quietly at first, then almost

  hysterically as the message was completed. Tomorrow the message would go to London. There it would be posted in an obscure West End postbox. As the hands tidied up the letters and opened the blinds

  once more, the giggling stopped.




  ‘I’ve always thought London is much more interesting at this time of the morning,’ said Rosebery to Powerscourt as the two men set off to walk from

  Rosebery’s house in Berkeley Square to their meeting with Private Secretary Suter at Marlborough House. A thin rain was falling, dusting the hats of the wealthy and the caps of the poor. At a

  quarter to nine the streets were jammed, not with the carriages of the rich, but with the deliveries that made their life possible: hams, geese, truffles, oysters, cases of claret and champagne.

  Carts laden with coal rubbed up against the lighter vehicles of the window-cleaners; local bakers’ boys were handing over great sheaves of loaves to undercooks on the pavements. Here and

  there an anxious butler or senior footman could be seen hovering around a furniture van with instructions to beware of the Queen Anne table in the hall and not to hit any of the banisters on the

  way up the great staircases.




  The aristocrats of the early morning round were the liveried carriages of the great shops of London, the pale green of Fortnum and Mason, the dark green of Harrods, the dark blue of Berry

  Brothers and Rudd. At the bottom of Berkeley Street, just where it joined the fashionable artery of Piccadilly, three coalmen were locked in furious argument with a young Turk from Justerini and

  Brooks who refused to give way.




  ‘I don’t expect this will be an easy meeting,’ said Lord Rosebery, picking his way delicately past a grocer’s van that had drawn up on the pavement. ‘Anyone dealing

  with the Royal Family has first to negotiate between the Scylla and Charybdis of the two Private Secretaries. Sir George Trevelyan, the keeper of Victoria’s chamber, and Sir William Suter,

  the guardian for the Prince of Wales, have raised procrastination to an art form and obfuscation to depths undreamt of by Niccolo Machiavelli. They rarely say yes. They seldom say no. But between

  those two extremes they have made all negotiations into a perilous voyage, with many squalls for the unwary and little prospect of a safe arrival at the final destination. It is one thing to decide

  to send for you, my dear Powerscourt. It may be quite another to do something about any proposals you may have. I presume you have some crumbs of thought to bring to our humble table this

  morning?’




  ‘I have indeed.’ Powerscourt smiled, pausing only to look at the arsenal of weaponry on display in the windows of London’s most exclusive and most expensive gun shop in St

  James’s Street.




  ‘I have spent much time reading in the London Library. I have spent even more time talking to my two sisters who move about on the fringes of the Marlborough House set.’




  A junior footman showed them up to the Private Secretary’s office on the second floor. It was a large well-proportioned room with high ceilings and tall windows that looked out over the

  gardens to St James’s Park.




  ‘May I introduce the Treasurer and Comptroller of His Royal Highness’s Household, General Sir Bartle Shepstone?’ Sir William had the impeccable manners of the well-tempered

  courtier.




  The four men sat down round a table next to the window. To the right was a huge desk, cluttered with papers and correspondence, the raw material, Powerscourt presumed, of Suter’s world. A

  full-length portrait of the Princess of Wales, standing by the lake at Sandringham, looked out at them from its command post above the fireplace.




  ‘Let me say first of all how grateful we are for your presence here this morning,’ Suter began, blessing each of them in turn with a wintry smile.




  Sir William was tall, slightly stooped, with a high forehead and a well-tended moustache. His face, as Powerscourt observed it over the months ahead, was one of the most unusual he had ever

  seen. Years of dealing with the scandals of the Prince of Wales, scandals he knew about, scandals he could only suspect, had trained him to lock all expression out of his face. The grey eyes were

  always opaque. Neither smile nor grimace touched his lips. Sir William’s face betrayed no emotions at all. Suter was a Sphinx.




  ‘I presume, Lord Rosebery, that you have acquainted Lord Powerscourt with the information I imparted to you at our last meeting about the extortionate demands made of the Prince of Wales

  and the method of delivery?’




  Rosebery nodded gravely. Extortionate demands, thought Powerscourt, that’s not bad as a circumlocution for blackmail.




  ‘We at our end of Pall Mall have naturally been giving thought to what might lie behind such unreasonable behaviour. We have been trying to identify the circumstances in which an

  extortionist could feel that a Prince of the Crown might prefer to offer some pecuniary obviation to prevent unfortunate outbreaks of publicity.’




  ‘They ought to be controlled by law, these damned newspapers and magazines.’ Sir Bartle Shepstone appeared to have turned red even thinking about them. ‘Ought to be controlled

  by the laws of England.’




  Powerscourt noticed that Shepstone was still wearing full military dress as if he was on parade. He looked as though he might have been an adjutant. Looking at his almost manic neatness,

  Powerscourt felt that this was a man who could have organized the transport of supplies through the Khyber Pass or a fleet of artillery down the more dangerous passages of the Nile.




  Forty miles north of Pall Mall the station platform was invisible by the time the train pulled out of the station, billows of smoke drifting back to envelop the chaos it had

  left behind. The platform had disappeared beneath a miscellany of trunks, portmanteaux, valises, cabin trunks, shooting gear, hatboxes, shoeboxes, walking sticks and grips. Trying unsuccessfully to

  bring order to this sea of baggage were the accompanying staff who had decamped off the train, shouting at each other: two valets, two footmen, one groom, two loaders and an underbutler.




  The station was Dunmow Halt not far from Bishop’s Stortford. The arriving guest, with his large retinue of retainers, was the Prince of Wales. The hostess was Daisy Brooke, mistress of

  Easton Lodge in the County of Essex and adjacent lands that ranged over five counties. Daisy was also the current mistress of the Prince of Wales. When he was eighteen years old, the Prince of

  Wales had been stationed in Ireland with his regiment. Some of his fellow officers had introduced a Dublin actress called Nellie Clifden into his bed. His conversion in that camp at the Curragh was

  as sudden and as whole-hearted as that of Paul on the Damascus road. That long night the Prince of Wales found his mission in life. His calling was to have as many women as possible. Beautiful

  women, willing women, reluctant women, women in Ireland, women in England, women in France, women in Germany.




  Daisy was the latest.




  As the luggage chaos on the platform slowly struggled into order, Daisy and her Prince were riding merrily away, through the ornate red brick gates of Easton Lodge and into her estate. The late

  October sun blest the flat acres of Daisy’s domain and Daisy’s birds were singing the songs of autumn.




  ‘Our conclusion was that there was one series of events which might have given rise to the feeling that money might be extracted in return for silence.’ Suter

  coughed slightly, as if embarrassed at what he had to say. But he did not hesitate. ‘I have taken the liberty of summarizing these events in the form of a memorandum. I felt it would be

  simpler to communicate in this fashion. I would ask you both to read it in turn and then return the paper to me. However distinguished our guests,’ here came that wintry smile again,

  ‘we do not feel it appropriate that any piece of paper should leave this room.’




  There, thought Powerscourt. There was a glimpse of cold steel within the scabbard.




  ‘But before you read that, I felt I should acquaint you with some of the blackmail documents themselves.’




  Suter looked as if he had just stepped into a very disagreeable gutter. He took a small key from his waistcoat pocket and unlocked a drawer in his desk. He extracted a plain envelope and handed

  the contents round to his guests.




  Powerscourt looked through them quickly. Then he looked through them again. He observed that the blackmailer had never mastered the art of cutting out letters or pasting them on to a page. The

  cutting was rough, there was always too much paste round the edges, as if the blackmailer was worried his messages would not stick. There was no proper punctuation as letters in upper and lower

  case, usually taken from different publications, sprawled their untidy way across the page.




  The messages were usually brief. ‘You were at Lady Manchester’s with Lady Brooke. You are a disgrace. Unless you pay up, all of Britain will know of your deeds.’ ‘You

  were at a house party in Norfolk with Lady Brooke. The working people of this country will not stand for this behaviour. You will have to pay.’ Powerscourt thought he could detect The

  Times and the Morning Post typefaces but there were another two he did not recognize.




  ‘Does anything occur to you after your inspection?’ Suter’s voice called Powerscourt back to the meeting.




  ‘Fellow seems to think he speaks for England. One of those damned radicals, I shouldn’t wonder!’ Sir Bartle Shepstone did not have a high opinion of radicals.




  ‘I’m afraid,’ said Powerscourt, handing back the venomous bundle, ‘that it is virtually impossible to deduce anything at all. The messy pasting, the untidy letters, could

  all be designed to throw us off the scent. I’m afraid,’ he looked enigmatically at Sir Bartle, ‘that they could as easily have come from a duke living in Piccadilly as a labourer

  in Peckham.’ Privately, he thought the duke the more likely of the two.




  Shepstone made a noise that might have been a grunt and might have been a cough. Suter hurried the business forward. ‘The memorandum, gentlemen. Our memorandum.’




  He handed a document to Rosebery. As he read it, Powerscourt became aware of the ticking of a clock in the corner. Buckler and Sons, the legend on its face said, Clockmakers, By Appointment to

  Her Majesty the Queen. Shepstone was peering at his shoes as if they too were on parade. Suter was looking out across St James’s Park. Far off in the distance the chimes of Big Ben could be

  heard, tolling the half-hour.




  ‘Most interesting. Most interesting. Thank you,’ said Rosebery in his most pompous voice as he handed the document to his friend.




  Powerscourt paused slightly before he began to read, his brows furrowed in intense concentration.




  Frances Maynard, Lady Brooke, was twenty-nine years old. She claimed descent from Charles II and Nell Gwyn. She became an heiress at the age of three and had over

  £30,000 a year of her own. On her marriage to Lord Brooke, son and heir of Lord Warwick, she attained a magnificent position in society. Her marriage liberated her to pursue her own affairs

  while her compliant husband pursued his normal routine of hunting and shooting and very occasional forays to the House of Commons. Lady Brooke was certainly beautiful. She had in her eye the look

  of one who would not be deprived of her prey, be it man or fox.




  ‘You know my station has just opened,’ Daisy began, ‘so we can now run special trains direct from London right to my front door.’




  ‘Indeed I do,’ said the Prince. ‘It is a better station than the one I have at Sandringham. I suppose it must be more up to date.’




  ‘Well,’ said Lady Brooke, ‘I’m going to have a party in the spring. And it’s going to last a week. I’m going to have chess in the garden, with live actors

  from the London theatres dressed as pawns and castles and kings and queens. I’m going to have an orchestra that will play every night. I’m going to have the food brought over from

  Paris. I want you to help me with the invitations.’




  The Prince of Wales’ knowledge of society was encyclopedic, his society, Lady Brooke’s society, for the Prince of Wales had never had any gainful employment in all of his forty-seven

  years. His hair was receding fast. A lifetime of seventeen-course dinners had taken its toll on his waistline. None of his circle and few of his subjects would have dared to call him fat, but the

  waistbands of his ceremonial uniforms needed regular attention from his team of valets.




  His mother, Queen Victoria, was a jealous guardian of the powers and privileges of royalty, reluctant to share them even with her son. And politicians, however eager they might be to curry

  favour with the heir to the throne, had grown reluctant to let him know any secret or sensitive matter, as confidential Foreign Office documents were left lying about in theatre boxes or their

  contents circulated around the gossip channels of the capital.




  The Prince of Wales had turned indolence into a profession and the pursuit of pleasure into a full-time occupation. Aristocratic birth and great wealth were the entry tickets. This was an

  exhausting life of entertainment and enjoyment, where thousands of birds were slaughtered in a single morning and where sleeping with other people’s wives and husbands at country house

  parties was the expected order of the day or night.




  

    

      

        Memorandum


        From: Sir William Suter


        To: Lord Rosebery, Lord Powerscourt.


        At issue are the complicated relationships that have developed between Lord Beresford, his wife Lady Charles Beresford, Lady Brooke and HRH The Prince of Wales. The events go back a number of

        years. These are the salient facts. Definite information about dates is sometimes difficult to ascertain.


      


    


  




  

    

      	Lord Charles Beresford forms a close friendship with Frances Maynard, Lady Brooke. This friendship lasts for a year or more and begins to become the subject of adverse comment in certain

      sections of Society.




      	Mindful of this, or of his position as an MP and junior member of the Government, Lord Beresford abandons the friendship and renews his marriage vows with Lady Charles.




      	Lady Brooke, meanwhile, resents the fact that Lord Beresford appears to have annulled their friendship and returned to his proper station. Her anger is further fuelled when she learns that

      Lady Charles is with child.




      	Lady Brooke writes a most intemperate letter to Lord Charles in which she pleads for him to return once more to her. This letter is full of compromising and embarrassing statements and

      should never have been despatched. Lady Brooke went so far as to suggest that Lord Beresford had no right to have issue with his own wife.




      	Peradventure, the letter is opened and read not by Lord Charles, as intended, but by Lady Charles. She is appalled by its contents and resolves to use the letter to undermine Lady

      Brooke’s position in Society.




      	Lady Brooke throws herself on the mercy of the Prince of Wales. She appeals to him for help in recovering the letter before her position is seriously compromised. Lady Brooke forms a close

      friendship with HRH the Prince of Wales as she had before with Lord Beresford.




      	Lady Charles gives the letter to London’s leading libel solicitor George Lewis for safe keeping. He writes a letter to Lady Brooke which incenses her further.




      	The Prince of Wales pays a call on Mr Lewis and requests that he show him the letter. Mr Lewis acquiesces but refuses to part with it or to destroy it without the agreement of his client.

      That agreement is not forthcoming.




      	Lord Beresford, wearied perchance of the intrigues of the women, returns to his earlier profession, the Navy. He takes command of a vessel in the Mediterranean.




      	The friendship between Lady Brooke and the Prince of Wales also becomes the object of censure in the less well-bred quarters of society. Acting as the champion of Lady Brooke, the Prince of

      Wales ceases to invite Lady Beresford to Marlborough House and lets it be known that he will not attend any social event where she may be present.




      	Lady Charles is deeply distressed at the social isolation in which she now finds herself. She writes to the Prime Minister, threatening to expose the friendship between the Prince of Wales

      and Lady Brooke to a wider public.




      	Lord Beresford returns briefly from the Mediterranean. He calls on the Prince of Wales at Marlborough House. He dares to call His Royal Highness a blackguard and at one point even threatens

      physical violence upon the person of the heir to the throne.




      	The Prince of Wales refuses to lift the obstacles to Lady Beresford appearing in Society. Her sister, Lady Paget, produces a scurrilous and defamatory pamphlet called ‘The

      River’, chronicling the friendship between the Prince of Wales and Lady Brooke. This pamphlet, unfortunately, circulates widely in Society.




      	Lord Beresford is currently threatening to return once more from his ship and summon the Press and Telegraph Agencies to his house in Eaton Square and inform them of all he knows about the

      private life of the Prince of Wales.


    


  




  ‘Daisy, my Daisy, I have not seen you now for nearly a week.’




  ‘But now, my Prince, we have four or five days in front of us. The rest of the guests do not arrive until the day after tomorrow. Until then it is just the two of us.’




  Of all the aspects of being a royal mistress, this was the one that Daisy loved the best. The farmers’ families and the country people turned out to watch the mistress of Easton Lodge

  drive the heir to the throne through her grounds. For Daisy, this affair was about conquest. As a girl she had never known how pretty she was; only when she came out did she realize that she was

  one of the most beautiful women of her time, adored, worshipped, wanted by an army of male admirers. She wanted to be the most beautiful, she wanted to have the most handsome lovers, she wanted to

  make the most of her beauty while she could. Rather a last reckless ride to glory than the dull footsteps of the mundane and the everyday. To conquer the Prince of Wales, to display him rather like

  a new hunter, this was, she knew, as high as she would ever reach. And, deep down, she knew it would not last.




  They were passing the parish church of Little Easton, where generations of her ancestors were buried. One of them had been Private Secretary to Lord Burleigh, Lord Chancellor and First Minister

  to Queen Elizabeth. Daisy felt she was carrying on a family tradition of royal service.




  ‘I fear I bring bad news, Daisy.’ Edward was continuing to wave his regal wave to the country people as they passed, his smile stitched firmly on to his face.




  ‘Oh no,’ said Daisy. ‘I thought you could escape from the affairs of state for a few days when you come to my humble house.’




  The affairs of state since they had last met consisted of one race meeting, two visits to the music hall and one men-only dinner at the Prince of Wales’ very own pleasure ground, the

  Marlborough Club.




  ‘It’s Beresford. Lord Charles Beresford.’




  Daisy winced as he spoke the name of her former lover.




  ‘They say,’ the Prince of Wales went on, ‘that he has taken leave of his ship the Undaunted somewhere in the Mediterfjranean. They say he’s about to return to

  London and cause trouble.’




  The road past the church was lined with late windfalls of apples, pale green and watery red in the sunshine. They were ground into a cidery pulp by the hooves of the horses and the wheels of the

  carriage as they rattled past.




  ‘What trouble can he cause a man in your position, my Prince?’




  ‘You know perfectly well what he’s threatening to do, Daisy. Make a public scandal. Publicity, he keeps saying, publicity, it’s all he’s got left to him. He says

  he’s going to tell the world about my private life and about our love affair. Damn publicity! And damn Beresford!’




  Part of Daisy didn’t mind the world knowing about her love affair with the Prince of Wales. The greater the knowledge the greater the glory. But she knew that Society might not like it. Do

  what you want to do, but don’t get caught.




  As she looked across at the Prince she felt him growing ever more grumpy. Oh dear, Daisy thought, he’s going to be difficult. We’re going to have scenes before dinner and sulks after

  tea. This weekend is going to be a strain with the Prince moping about the house worried about his future. It might be worse than a strain, it might even be boring.




  Powerscourt handed the memorandum back to the Private Secretary. He had memorized it word for word.




  ‘Do you have any preliminary thoughts, Lord Powerscourt?’ Powerscourt was to say later that Suter addressed him as if he, Suter, were a nervous patient before his dentist, fearful of

  some painful and bloody extractions.




  ‘It is obviously a difficult and delicate matter,’ Powerscourt replied, feeling himself falling against his will into the language and circumlocutions of the Private Secretary.

  ‘There must be a number of people who might feel that they have the information which would enable them . . .’ He paused before he dropped the word into the room. ‘. . . to

  blackmail His Royal Highness.’




  ‘Blackmail’ dropped like a stone. Sir Bartle Shepstone looked again at his shoes, as if the polish had suddenly worn off. Suter fidgeted with his moustache. Rosebery was

  impassive.




  ‘But is it not the case that this information has been abroad for some time now? What I mean is this – why should the blackmailer wait until now before presenting his demands? And

  have those demands been met? Has the Prince, as it were, paid up?’




  Shepstone looked as though he might explode at the impertinence. But Suter was made of sterner stuff.




  ‘As yet there have been no such transactions. No suggestions have yet been made about possible transfers of money.’




  ‘And would the Prince make such a transfer if the request were made?’




  ‘I am not in a position to answer that at present.’ Suter looked relieved that he could escape such a direct question.




  ‘Are you sure,’ Powerscourt went on, continuing to probe for answers, ‘that there are no other matters apart from this which could give rise to blackmail? Forgive me if I raise

  such unpleasant thoughts. It goes with my occupation.’




  Suter shrugged his shoulders. ’Who can say? Who can say?’




  ‘No true-born Englishman would ever contemplate such behaviour. It would never occur to him.’ Sir Bartle was growing red in the face again.




  ‘Are you sure,’ Powerscourt stuck to his last, ‘that there is nothing in the current situation of Prince Eddy that might also give rise to blackmail?’




  ‘Dammit, Suter, dammit.’ The General was furious now, pounding the table as he spoke. ‘Do we have to listen to these vile accusations?’




  ‘I fear that you do. Nay, I am certain that you do.’ The voice was very cold. Powerscourt had forgotten about Rosebery. ‘If you wish to have these matters properly looked

  into,’ Rosebery went on with all the political authority at his command, ‘you will have to look at certain unpleasant facts. And that is one of them.’




  Silence fell briefly over the meeting. Shepstone was restraining himself with difficulty. Suter glanced at the Princess of Wales above the fireplace. There was no reply.




  ‘Lord Powerscourt, what would you have us do?’




  ‘I can only make a few suggestions at this stage. Obviously I would like to look again at all the communications from the extortionist.’ When in Rome, he reminded himself, talk as

  the Romans talk. ‘I would like to speak with those present when the letters were received. I would like you to find an excuse for dismissing some respected member of your household, the

  senior footman perhaps, or somebody in such a position. I would then replace them with an equally competent servant in my sister’s employ who has worked for me before in Army Intelligence.

  This would give us another source of information.




  ‘I would like, with your permission, to speak to the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police. Naturally I would not give him any details. But blackmailers often have a record, they have

  often struck before. I know the Commissioner from previous inquiries, and I have every confidence in his abilities and his discretion. If there has been a blackmailer at large among the rich of

  London, he will know of it.’




  A frisson of acute distaste passed across Suter’s face at the mention of the Metropolitan Police Force.




  ‘I would also like to speak to the Superintendent of the Postal Services for this district to see what we could learn from watching the postboxes. And finally, I know that it is outside my

  position to say so, but I would advise that the Prince of Wales limits his appearances in society for a while. Sometimes the sight of the victim spurs the blackmailer on; equally the lack of sight

  may put him off.’




  Sir William Suter had been making notes on a white pad in front of him. ‘I regret,’ he purred, ‘that I am unable to give any direct answers to your requests at this

  stage.’ Powerscourt felt that he did not regret it for an instant. ‘I shall have to take advice from colleagues.’ Powerscourt wondered how many times those words had been spoken

  in this room. He thought again of Rosebery’s Scylla and Charybdis. ‘Your proposals are interesting and ingenious,’ Suter was well into his routine delaying mechanism now,

  ‘but it would be impossible for me to say yea or nay at this meeting. Could I suggest that you leave it with me for a couple of days or so? Once I have an answer I shall, of course, give you

  a proper response. And thank you so much for the time and trouble you both have taken.’




  Suter ushered them to the front door. Sir Bartle Shepstone remained seated inside, presumably, thought Powerscourt, to give vent to the true feelings of an outraged Englishman.
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  ‘Rosalind, I cannot tell you how angry I am.’




  Lord Francis Powerscourt was cross. He was fuming in the study of his eldest sister Rosalind’s house in St James’s Square. Lady Rosalind Pembridge had removed her brother from the

  drawing-room in case his temper spoiled the evening for the rest of her guests.




  ‘Francis, you are being unreasonable. You know you are.’




  ‘I am not. I am not.’




  His sister felt that Francis looked exactly as he had done when he was a little boy. The angry looks, the black curly hair thrown back over his forehead, the eyes flashing with defiance at some

  slight, real or imaginary.




  ‘I specifically ask you to invite family members to dinner. Family members only. There are certain things I wish to ask them to do, relating to my current investigation. And what do I

  find? That you have chosen to ask somebody else along, without consulting me, and against my express wishes. Now I cannot talk about my investigation in front of strangers. Honestly, how could you

  be so stupid!’




  Lady Rosalind regarded her brother’s investigations as another of those irksome hobbies men have like hunting or fishing or shooting. She could not imagine how her brother could object to

  another person being invited to dinner. It would round off the numbers nicely, as she had said to her husband the night before.




  ‘Do you not understand the English language?’ Powerscourt was beyond gale force now, and on the verge of the typhoon. ‘Family members only. O.N.L.Y. That’s not too difficult for you, is it?




  ‘Lady Hamilton is a very presentable young woman, Francis. You might like her. ’




  ‘Are you now so desperate that you have exhumed Nelson’s mistress from the grave, Rosalind?’




  ‘Not that Lady Hamilton, Francis. Don’t be silly.’




  Powerscourt was sometimes amused, sometimes angered, by the efforts of his sisters to marry him off. Eligible, healthy, single women were constantly paraded before him at his sisters’

  dinner tables. His younger sister Lady Mary specialized in society women just the wrong side of forty with social ambitions left to fulfil. The youngest, Lady Eleanor, married to her sea captain in

  the West Country, had an armada of naval widows on manoeuvres, still talking of ships and steam and prize money. Lady Rosalind went in for more eccentric offerings; in the past year she had brought

  forth a painter, then the Head of History at a leading girls’ school – ‘Think how much you like history, Francis dear,’ – and then an American who might or might not

  have been the heiress to an enormous fortune.




  Powerscourt looked them all over, he sampled their conversation, and he passed by resolutely on the other side. But now! After all he had said, his sisters just took no notice at all.




  ‘Honestly, Francis, everybody is beginning to arrive. Are you going to calm down?’




  ‘I think I shall go home now,’ said Powerscourt gloomily.




  ‘You can’t possibly do that. The family is expecting you. So is Lady Lucy. She lost her husband with Gordon at Khartoum, you know.’




  ‘I don’t care if she is the Queen of Sheba or Cleopatra – she kept losing husbands too, didn’t she? I want to go home.’




  ‘Honestly, Francis, you sound just like your nephew Patrick. And he’s only four years old.’




  ‘All right, all right. But don’t expect me to behave properly. You have left me in a most filthy temper.’




  It wasn’t until they were well past the fish that Powerscourt had the chance to talk to Lady Lucy on his left. Two glasses of Meursault had improved his temper greatly. Lady Lucy Hamilton

  was thirty-one years old. She was tall and very slim, with blonde hair, petite ears and a pretty little nose. Her eyes were a deep blue and quite disconcerting when they were wide open.




  ‘Lady Lucy,’ Powerscourt opened the batting and went straight on to the attack, ‘how do you know my sister?’




  ‘One meets your sisters all over town, Lord Francis,’ said Lady Lucy with a humorous air. ‘I met Lady Rosalind at Mrs Burke’s the other day. I’m afraid I saw that

  look pass across her face and I knew I would meet you soon.’




  ‘That look? Tell me more.’ Powerscourt was drawn by the easy charm and the pretty looks of Lady Lucy into forgetting his previous anger.




  ‘The look is something I know well now. It says, Here is another eligible person to introduce to my widowed brother or sister for matchmaking purposes. I see it in my own family all the

  time. Tell me, Lord Powerscourt, are your sisters always trying to marry you off to somebody or other?’




  ‘Well, yes, as a matter of fact they are.’ Rich helpings of roast duck were being handed round, a dark red cherry sauce dripping down the side. ‘Lady Lucy, do you also suffer

  from a family trying to marry you off?’




  ‘I do, indeed I do. But in my case they are mostly brothers. Men are so obvious in these matters, they’ve nearly given up on me now. Sisters, I should think, are more

  devious.’




  ‘They certainly are,’ said Powerscourt, ‘and I have three of them. Like the three witches in Macbeth, endlessly stirring at their noxious brew, eye of this and hair of that.

  They stalk the streets of St James’s at night, you know, potions bubbling in their hands.’ Powerscourt drew his long fingers into the shape of a goblet and held it up to the

  candles.




  ‘I can’t believe they are as bad as all that, Lord Francis. I do have one very tiresome aunt, though.’ Lady Lucy leaned forward to impress on her companion the gravity of her

  relations’ behaviour. ‘She doesn’t invite what she considers to be suitable men one at a time, but in bundles of three or four at a single sitting. Repulsing one decent but

  undesirable male is not very difficult, but three or four can be very hard. But come, Lord Powerscourt. Let us be serious if only for a moment. One of your sisters told me that your wife and son

  were lost at sea some years ago?’




  ‘Indeed they were. And your husband, Lady Lucy?’




  ‘He went with General Gordon to the Sudan. He never came back. I cannot remember if they were meant to conquer the country or to give it back to the natives. It doesn’t matter now.

  At least I have my little boy to remember him by.’




  ‘Let us not trade sorrow for sorrow over the sorbet,’ said Powerscourt as the duck was taken away .’How old is your little boy?’




  ‘Robert is seven now.’




  Lady Lucy was suddenly aware that she had broken one of the golden rules in this sort of conversation. ‘Don’t tell them you have a child,’ her mother and her brothers had

  always urged her. Well, she didn’t care if she had broken it. Lord Francis seemed a lot more pleasant than the usual run of sporting bores she met at her brothers’ houses.




  The middle of the room was dominated by a full-length portrait of Lady Rosalind, painted by Whistler just before her marriage to Lord Pembridge. Against a grey background, Powerscourt’s

  sister looked radiant in black, her eyes sparkling merrily out of the picture.




  At the far end of the table Powerscourt’s other brother-in-law William Burke was holding forth about American railway stocks and South American bonds. At his end the conversation had

  turned to the prose of Cicero.




  ‘That’s what I started on when I began to teach myself Latin all over again. I thought I could help Robert, you see,’ said Lady Lucy. ‘I always found it quite easy to

  translate but rather boring after a while. All those orotund periods seem to strike the same sort of rhythm, don’t you think?’




  Powerscourt agreed wholeheartedly. Was she moving on to Sallust or Tacitus, he inquired, and he began a long exposition of how simply untranslatable Tacitus was, just untranslatable.




  ‘Honestly, darling,’ Lady Rosalind said to her husband late that night after all the guests had gone. ‘Francis makes all that fuss about one extra person coming to dinner. Then

  they manage to have a distinctly flirtatious conversation about some dead Roman author called Tacitus. Getting on famously, they were. But I don’t think he liked the duck. Was there anything

  wrong with the duck, Pembridge?’




  ‘There was nothing wrong with the duck, my dear,’ said her husband loyally. ‘But you can’t have flirtations on the subject of dead Roman authors, Rosalind.’




  ‘Oh yes you can. I only heard one of the bits he was quoting to Lady Lucy, but they sounded fairly rich to me. Their eyes were talking and I haven’t seen our Francis’ eyes like

  that for years.’




  ‘Come to mention it,’ said her husband, ‘I think I heard them arranging to meet for luncheon at the National Gallery the day after tomorrow.’




  ‘Really,’ said Lady Rosalind. ‘I wonder if Lady Lucy mightn’t be the one after all.’




  ‘There you go again,’ groaned Lord Pembridge. ‘They’ve only met for a couple of hours at a dinner party and you are marching them up the aisle already. Not so

  fast.’




  ‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Lady Rosalind.




  Lady Lucy went to sleep that night thinking about Powerscourt’s deep voice and his hands with their long thin fingers. Powerscourt went to sleep thinking of the toss of Lady Lucy’s

  head and her deep blue eyes.




  The man collected his parcel from the blacksmith when it was dark. As well as his normal duties the blacksmith sharpened knives, a skill he had learnt in his previous career in the Army, sparks

  from knives old and blunt flying from his stone. The blacksmith didn’t know why he had been asked to sharpen this one in secret, without anybody knowing about it. He didn’t bother with

  things like that, he just liked getting on with his work.




  The man unwrapped his parcel in a locked room. He took off layer after layer of paper. The blacksmith had used a lot of oil. The knife glistened in the firelight, distorted reflections of the

  room dancing on its silvery surface. Very gently he put his finger to the side of the blade. Even that brought a thin flow of blood. The man smiled and put the knife in a black sheath designed by

  its German makers. He tried putting it inside his boot. It fitted perfectly. The man smiled again.




  Prince Eddy, Duke of Clarence and Avondale, eldest son of the Prince of Wales, was saying his farewells to his mother in the hall of Marlborough House. Twenty-eight years of

  maternal devotion had not dimmed the sadness Princess Alexandra felt at losing her eldest, even for an evening.




  ‘Wrap up warm, darling. Have you got your gloves? And your scarf?’




  Most young men would have felt deeply embarrassed at this display of affection more suitable to a child of eight or nine. But Eddy didn’t care very much.




  ‘Of course I have, Mother dear. Don’t worry about me. I shall be back presently.’ He kissed his mother affectionately on the cheek.




  Eddy didn’t care very much about anything. That was part of his problem. If only, he thought, as he hailed a cab passing in front of Marlborough House, if only they would leave me alone.

  All his life, he reflected, as the cab made its way towards Hammersmith, somebody had been after him to do things. When he was small they wanted him to learn things in books. Eddy hadn’t seen

  much point in that. Then they’d sent him off to join the Navy and a different lot of somebodies had wanted him to learn another set of tricks. Climbing up ropes. Navigation with horrid maps

  and set squares and something mysterious called trigonometry. Knots. Eddy couldn’t see much point in that. There was always somebody else to tie your knots for you and nobody in their right

  mind was ever going to ask him to navigate anywhere. Then there was the Army. Yet another lot of somebodies tried to persuade him to march correctly, to grasp the rules of war, whatever they were,

  to learn how to command men and armies. Eddy couldn’t see much point in that either though there were some fine fellows in the Army who became his friends.




  And all the time people had kept on reminding him who he was and what he would inherit one day. And what his duty was. Eddy didn’t want his grandmother to die. He didn’t want his

  father to die. Least of all did he want his mother to die. Only after two of those deaths could his awful duty come upon him. That duty was still some way off. Anyway, he reflected, as he stepped

  out of his cab by Hammersmith Bridge, he had watched his father doing his duty all his life. He proposed to follow his example, but in his own way.




  The wind was getting up as Eddy walked along the river bank towards Chiswick, flecking the dark waters with little spots of cream. A couple of barges, heavily laden, were trudging purposefully

  up the Thames. Eddy was wearing a plain grey suit and a dark coat, trying to look as much like his future subjects as he could. As he passed another tavern the sounds of raucous laughter floated

  out into the street. A flock of seagulls hovered expectantly around the water’s edge.




  He was nearing open country now. The Victorian villas had stopped their relentless advance along the river bank and the spire of St Nicholas’ Church was behind him. There were no lights to

  be seen ahead, only the flickering of the moon across the water as the clouds scudded overhead. As he rounded a bend Prince Eddy could see a large house in the distance. That was his

  destination.




  A mere eighteen months before, the nation had been shocked by the Cleveland Street scandal when a house at No. 19 was exposed as a homosexual brothel, run by a certain Charles Hammond. The

  scandal deepened when it was revealed that Lord Frederick Ravenscourt, an equerry to the Prince of Wales and to Prince Eddy, had been involved and had fled the country to escape disgrace or to

  avoid implicating his masters. The homosexual elite of London had reacted promptly. They abandoned Cleveland Street and began a six-month search for more suitable accommodation. They found Brandon

  House ideal for their purposes.




  It sat in its own grounds a mile from Hammersmith Bridge in one direction, and the same distance from Barnes Railway Bridge to the west. To the north there was nothing between it and the grounds

  of Chiswick House where Eddy had played as a boy. South was the river, and the staff of Brandon House kept two boats permanently moored, oars tucked into the sides, in case a rapid escape was

  needed to the green fields of Barnes on the other side.




  The Club, as it was known, had a very special set of rules. The entry fee was £500. The Club operated on the principle of mutual blackmail to survive. Membership was by personal

  recommendation only. And then the Club’s management, half seriously referred to by the members as the Star Chamber, took and checked the names and addresses of two close family relatives of

  each member – wives, mothers, brothers, sisters. Any breach of the society’s rules, which were remarkably strict, led to immediate disclosure, first to the family and then, if

  necessary, to the newspapers. Two well-known suicides of the previous decade were attributed by those in the know to the activities of the Star Chamber.




  The house was built in the late eighteenth century. It had a kitchen in the basement, three grand reception rooms on the ground floor and a series of bedrooms on the two floors above. All the

  windows on the first two floors were heavily shuttered. The house rarely opened its doors before nine o’clock in the evening in summer and six o’clock in winter. Thin beams of light

  were shining through the shutters as Eddy entered the drive.




  The staff of the Club were all former sergeant majors or petty officers from the Navy who encouraged proper discipline in the running of the Club’s affairs. Its finances were looked after

  by a distinguished banker, its legal problems, on the rare occasions it attracted them, by a couple of MPs and a High Court judge. Once a month there was a masked ball. Once a year there was a

  fancy dress party when historical figures ranging from the Marquis de Sade to Cleopatra graced the White Drawing Room. And as he unbuttoned his gloves and greeted the duty porter the Duke of

  Clarence and Avondale was told: ‘Good evening, sir. All the normal services are available this evening.’
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  ‘Just look at this thing, Johnny, look at it for God’s sake.’




  Powerscourt and his friend Lord Johnny Fitzgerald were in a small sitting-room on the top floor of his sister’s house in St James’s Square. It was known in the house as Uncle

  Francis’ room. The presence of some scattered toys showed that his nephews were regular visitors.




  ‘I mean, you’ve got to laugh really. They’re so pompous, those Marlborough House people.’ Powerscourt was holding a couple of letters up to the light. ‘Twelve days

  ago Rosebery and I go to see Private Secretary Suter at Marlborough House. He says that he needs more time to consider some of the proposals I put to him, the ones we discussed at Rokesley, if you

  recall.’




  Lord Johnny nodded, thinking more of the bottle of Chassagne-Montrachet with the fish than the minutiae of detection. He was working his way down a mere bottle of Chablis this evening.




  ‘Of course, we said. So Suter says that he will let me know in a couple of days. After that I get the first little billet-doux, which I’ve got here somewhere,’ Powerscourt

  looked around desperately as if it might be hiding behind one of his nephews’ battered Roman legionnaires, ‘and then I got this second one here today.’ Powerscourt waved the

  missive up and down and began to read.




  ‘“Marlborough House, Pall Mall et cetera, et cetera. My dear Powerscourt, Please accept my humble apologies for the apparent procrastination in response to your proposals. We have

  been in receipt of another of those blackmailing messages. It referred to the fact that HRH the Prince of Wales had been in Easton Lodge with Lady Brooke. It commented, again, that the ordinary

  people of Britain would not countenance his behaviour and the monarchy would be brought down in scandal and disgrace.




  ‘“Turning to the substance of your proposals, I regret to have to inform you that we require a further period of consultation and clarification before we can give you any more

  definite reply. It would be helpful if you could furnish us with a written memorandum outlining what we discussed in more detail. This would enable the consultation with colleagues to proceed at a

  more expeditious pace. I look forward to hearing from you. Your humble servant et cetera, et cetera.”




  ‘There,’ said Powerscourt, ‘you could win prizes for that lot. The Suter Prize, awarded annually to first year undergraduates for the most pompous piece of prose in England.

  And why should I write anything down? Do I not have my own little state secrets, my own red boxes, which are not to be passed around after dinner at Marlborough House or left on the billiard table

  at that Marlborough Club just a dice throw away across the street?’




  Fitzgerald laughed, examining the label on his bottle of Chablis very closely. ‘Never mind, Francis, never mind. Do you think that new blackmail message is important? Do you suppose the

  Beresfords have opened up a little newspaper cutting and pasting operation over there in Eaton Square, that they are the blackmailers?’




  ‘They could be, of course they could be. But the messages could just as easily have come from the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Foreign Secretary for all I know. Anybody could have sent

  the things. They could even have come from inside Marlborough House itself.’ Powerscourt was fiddling absent-mindedly with a one-legged member of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard, wounded in

  battle with a nephew.




  ‘Why don’t I tell you what I have discovered since our evening in Oundle? It’s not very much, but it’s better than nothing.’




  ‘Very good, Johnny. Tell me all.’




  ‘Now then,’ said Fitzgerald, ‘you remember we talked about Prince Eddy and whether or not he might be involved in the world of male brothels?’




  Powerscourt’s eye was drawn to one of his many paintings of the Battle of Waterloo. It showed a British regiment of the line forming square at Quatre Bras forty-eight hours before the

  great engagement itself. In the centre of the square stood the massive figure of a Regimental Sergeant Major guarding the flag of the Union and the colours of the regiment. Standing and firing was

  one half of the men in the square. Kneeling in the front row, bayonets poised to impale any French cavalry who dared approach, was the rest of the detachment, some of them little more than boys,

  shouting cheerful defiance at the enemy. On the fringes of the picture French cavalry whirled, lances raised, unable to break through. Around the participants there swirled the smoke from the

  rifles and the distant firings of the great guns.




  Here, thought Powerscourt, was the glory of the British Army laying down their lives for King and country. And eighty years later, here we are discussing the male brothels of the eldest son of

  the Prince of Wales.




  Lord Johnny was used to his friend’s temporary absences, lost in thought at the non-striker’s end.




  ‘There was that place in Cleveland Street a few years ago, you remember. There’s a few more that have sprung up in the same part of London, behind Fitzroy Square and round at the

  back of King’s Cross station. But the rich people were terrified after Cleveland Street. They have no intention of getting caught ever again. They’ve upped sticks and bought a very fine

  house near the river beyond Hammersmith. Gentlemen arrive there at discreet intervals. There’s a giant of a man on duty at the door who might well have been a Regimental Sergeant Major.

  Nobody seems to arrive until after dark. Now I wasn’t there for long enough to find out if our Eddy is a customer or not. But I bet he is. And it wouldn’t be too difficult to find

  out.’




  ‘Did you try to go in?’ asked Powerscourt.




  ‘That I did not. It would have been rather difficult from where I was. Forty feet up a tree with cramp in my leg.’ Lord Johnny laughed.




  ‘I too have some intelligence to report.’ Powerscourt’s mood had suddenly turned sombre. ‘The Prince of Wales has massive debts. At the last count he owes Messrs

  Finch’s & Co., not two hundred yards from where we sit, the princely figure of £200,000.’




  ‘So while I think I’m a bit of a hero for freezing up a Hammersmith tree, you’ve been going round breaking into banks. I didn’t think you had it in you,

  Francis.’




  ‘I don’t,’ Powerscourt grinned. ‘But my second sister, Mary, is married to a man of business. Have you met William Burke, Johnny? He looks perfectly normal, eyes and ears

  in the usual place, devoted to his children, adores cricket, likes hunting with the South Essex. But he’s one of those people who just understands money, where it comes from, where it’s

  going, what’s up and what’s down. Our William is a director of some pretty big companies. One of them is Finch’s Bank. God knows how he spirited the figures out of there but he

  says it’s the biggest overdraft Finch’s have ever seen.’




  ‘£200,000 is an astronomical sum of money, Francis.’ Vignobles, sun-drenched fields dripping with noble grapes swam before Lord Johnny’s eyes. You could buy yourself

  entire villages in Bordeaux or Burgundy with that, St Estèphe or Margaux, le Montrachet or Pommard.




  ‘William says that the richest man in England, who is a massive coal owner, or one of those shopping magnates like Maples or Lipton, has well over £100,000 a year in income, maybe

  even more. So the Prince owes twice as much as that. And William said the debt had not accumulated overnight. It had grown over a period of time, rather like a tree, getting bigger and bigger every

  year.’




  ‘You don’t suppose . . .’ Fitzgerald and Powerscourt always discussed their cases in this way, throwing out the most fantastic ideas, some of which later turned out to be true.

  ‘You don’t suppose he’s been paying this blackmailer for years and years, do you?’




  ‘Well, he might have been,’ said Powerscourt thoughtfully, ‘or it may just be that he can’t live within his income. I don’t suppose Daisy Brooke is cheap to run.

  And there’s something else. Rosebery told me that twelve or thirteen years ago Prince Eddy and his younger brother Prince George were sent round the world on a cruise, a cruise that lasted

  two whole years.’




  ‘Was there any suggestion of scandal about that, Francis?’




  ‘Rosebery couldn’t remember. But he’s going to find out for me. That means he’ll probably ask the First Sea Lord himself . . . But I must reply to His Royal Private

  Secretaryship down the road.’




  ‘Can you be as pompous as he is, Francis?’ Lord Johnny had nearly finished his Chablis.




  ‘Let me try, Johnny, just let me try. “Dear Sir William.”’ Powerscourt began writing at the little desk by the window, with the lamps being lit in St James’s Square

  below. ‘“Thank you for your letter of 21st inst. I regret to have to inform you that it has never been my custom to set out possible avenues of inquiry on paper. Such documents have a

  habit of ending up in the wrong hands. I believe that such circumspection is also followed in your own establishment. I am, of course, only too happy to come and discuss matters with you or your

  colleagues at your convenience. I am anxious that the matters under discussion should proceed with all due despatch.” Is that pompous enough, Johnny?’




  ‘I don’t think that man Suter would know pomposity if it came and stroked his beard. He’s steeped in it, Francis. Positively marinated in pomposity.’




  ‘Do you know,’ Powerscourt was laughing now, ‘I might just see if I can get a special dispensation to put my memorandum in for the Suter Prize this year.’




  Trafalgar Square was jammed. The press of traffic was so great that every single vehicle, cart, carriage and coach had come to a full stop. A furniture remover’s

  enormous van had toppled over by the edge of the fountain, its contents spilling out on to the road under the astonished gaze of a Landseer lion.




  Waiting for Lady Lucy on the portico leading into the National Gallery, Powerscourt wondered if the whole of London would come to a complete halt one day. High on his column, ignoring the chaos

  below, his plinth festooned with pigeon droppings as the sails of his great ships had once been festooned with round shot holes, Horatio Nelson gazed imperturbably towards Big Ben and Parliament

  Square and the river that could carry him away.




  Then she was beside him. Lady Lucy Hamilton, looking demure in grey but with a slightly raffish hat. Lady Lucy had wondered about the hat, even as she put it on. A little too fast? A trifle

  ostentatious for a morning rendezvous by the pictures in the National Gallery? It was pink. It was undoubtedly fashionable, and it certainly showed off her blue eyes. Never mind, if I dither about

  in front of this mirror any longer, thought Lady Lucy, I shall be late.




  ‘Good morning to you, Lady Lucy.’ Powerscourt wrenched himself happily away from the chaos in the square without. Looking at Lady Lucy, so charming with that smile of welcome, he

  felt suddenly that it might be replaced by a different chaos within. ‘Shall we go inside? What would you like to look at this morning?’




  ‘Do you have any favourites you would like to visit, Lord Francis?’




  A party of art students rushed past them, sketch books in hand, pencils dropping out of their pockets.




  ‘Well, I would quite like to look at a couple of Raphaels. Do you like Raphael, Lady Lucy?’




  ‘Oh yes, I do.’ She smiled broadly at him, wondering yet again about her hat. ‘And I should like to look at some of the Turners.’




  A curvaceous St Catherine, the curves of her dress suggesting the curves of her wheel, was followed by an austere Raphael Madonna, flanked by pillars and a couple of obscure saints.




  ‘Do you think, Lord Francis, that there were conventions for what all these saints actually looked like? I mean, do you think there was some sort of artists’ guidebook, only

  available to a select few of course, which said that St Jerome always looked sad and St Bartholomew happy? I know St Sebastian always appears with those beastly arrows and the four Evangelists

  usually have a book to write, but what about the rest?’




  ‘It is a pretty thought, Lady Lucy. I have to confess that I don’t know the answer.’




  Behind them was a great rolling of wheels. A large trolley was conveying a full-length portrait of some seventeenth-century gentleman through the gallery. He was a sombre figure, painted in

  black with a Bible in his hand and a small dog at his feet. Behind the trolley an anxious curator repeated instructions to the bearers to go more slowly, to mind the bumps in the floor.




  ‘Where are they taking that Dutch gentleman? Are they throwing him out, do you suppose?’ whispered Lady Lucy as the strange cortège passed within a few feet of them.




  ‘Maybe the Last Trump has sounded for him,’ said Powerscourt. ‘His maker, or rather his restorer, is probably making the call not for the last judgement, but for his paint to

  be restored. I fancy he is going to the workshops for cleaning, that sort of thing.’




  ‘It must be rather upsetting, if you’re a picture,’ said Lady Lucy, gazing at the retreating trolley as it rolled off towards the basement. ‘One minute you’re

  sitting happily on the wall, minding your own business, and then some horrid men come and take you away.’




  ‘It’s the same with people, don’t you think?’ replied Powerscourt. ‘One minute you’re sitting happily under the pictures on your wall at home, then Death

  comes with his trolley, and you’re on your way. Down to the basement with you.’




  ‘I don’t like that at all,’ said Lady Lucy, laughing. ‘Let me take you to some Turners.’ She steered Powerscourt away to a different part of the gallery. There were

  storms, shipwrecks, deaths at sea, blazing seconds of steam, sunsets, romantic ruins of ravaged Italian landscapes. Lady Lucy felt light-headed, dizzy, as she looked at them all.




  ‘But look . . .’ She planted Powerscourt on a bench looking out at The Fighting Temeraire. ‘Is this not the finest of them all?’




  At the far end of the room a party of students were rolling up their sketches and collecting their equipment. Two curators looked solemnly on, their faces bored or impassive. Outside the bells

  of St Martin in the Fields called the hour of twelve.




  ‘They say,’ said Powerscourt, stretching out his legs until they became a hazard for unwary passers-by, ‘that this is one of the most reproduced paintings in England. There are

  nearly as many Fighting Temeraires hanging on the walls of Britain as there are portraits of Queen Victoria.’




  ‘I know which one I would rather have,’ said Lady Lucy disloyally, checking that her hat had not got completely out of hand. ‘What do you think it means, Lord

  Francis?’




  ‘What did Turner mean? Or what does it mean to the spectator? I’ve always thought that paintings, like people’s faces, can have multiple meanings.’ He stole a quick

  glance at Lady Lucy’s face, mesmerized by the iridescent sunset, Turner’s golds and coppers gleaming over the Thames. ‘They say it has to do with the coming of the age of steam,

  don’t they? This is the valediction to sail, condemned to be pulled by that ugly black tug on its final voyage to the breaker’s yard. Farewell romance, hello smoke, farewell sail, hello

  mighty engines.’




  ‘I don’t think it means that at all.’ Lady Lucy was quite vehement. ‘I mean people may think it means that. But I think it’s much more about Turner himself.’

  She leant back on the bench, combing her memory for the other Turners she had seen which would help her case.




  ‘Turner, the Turner who painted this, this glory, was an old man when he did it. But when he was young, he made his name and his fame painting the ships and the battles of the great war

  against the French. This ship, the Temeraire,’ she pointed dramatically at the ghostly vessel, ‘took years and years to build in Rochester or somewhere like that.’ Lady

  Lucy would have been the first to admit that her knowledge of naval construction yards was not that extensive. ‘It sails the Mediterranean. It patrols in the Pacific. Its life is entirely

  peaceful, in spite of the guns on board and the fearful death toll of its broadsides. It only fights for one day, Lord Francis. Just one day. But that one day was at Trafalgar when the

  Temeraire was closely involved in the action right beside the Victory and our friend Nelson on his column outside, one day of everlasting glory. And Turner painted it at the time.




  ‘After that, more patrols, more routine voyages, and then bit by bit, spar by spar, sail by sail, the great ship is taken to pieces. Then finally in 1834 or whenever it was, she is to be

  taken up or down the river by that horrid little tug to be broken up.




  ‘But for Turner, for Turner, Lord Francis’ – Powerscourt was bewitched by Lady Lucy’s eloquence and her feeling for the painting – ‘this was a symbol, a

  reminder of his own life, his past, his present, his future. Here was this ship of all ships, which he had painted as a young man so many years ago in her hour of glory. By the time the

  Temeraire made this last journey, she would have been a hulk, she would have had no rigging, she would have had no masts. Turner has put them all back. That’s why the painting is

  called The Fighting Temeraire. This ship, Turner’s ship, his beloved Temeraire, has to make her last journey decked out as she was in her days of pomp and power, not like some

  beggar being dumped in the workhouse.’




  Even the curators were listening intently now, staring spellbound at Lady Lucy.




  ‘This is Turner’s tribute to his vanished youth. The sunset is not just for the beautiful ship but for Turner himself. He knows that for him too the last journey will be coming soon.

  The crossing not of the Thames but of Jordan river cannot be very far away. This is Turner’s last elegy to his youth, his past life, his own career, gliding unstoppably away from him. After

  the sunset comes the dark. Death. Oblivion. No more Temeraire, no more Turner. But we have this to remember them both.’




  Lady Lucy stopped suddenly, as if worn out by so much emotion.




  ‘I cannot tell you how impressed I am by your learning, Lady Lucy.’ Powerscourt gazed at her with a new respect, with more feelings than he had brought with him into this gallery.

  Could she describe all the paintings with such eloquence?




  Lady Lucy was grateful to him for listening. It makes such a change, she thought. So often when she wanted to talk about paintings or about books, men changed the subject to horses or cricket or

  fishing. But this was a man who could listen. She remembered her mother saying to her when she was just eighteen, ‘Don’t be taken in by their looks or how well the young men whirl you

  round the dance floors of London, my girl. Find yourself a man who appreciates your mind as well as your pretty looks.’




  She turned to look at Powerscourt, who seemed to be inspecting the Temeraire’s rigging. Had she found such a man?




  Christmas came and Powerscourt was still no further with the courtiers in Marlborough House. It was a long tennis match of letters from the baseline, neither player prepared

  to go to the net.




  ‘What on earth are they doing?’ Powerscourt had asked Rosebery in his library in Berkeley Square.




  ‘The Prince of Wales can’t make up his mind, I suspect,’ said Rosebery, pouring them both a seasonal glass of white port. ‘He wants to know who the blackmailer is. But

  he’s terrified of what might come out of any investigations. Anyway, the Prime Minister has nearly settled the row with the Beresfords. Salisbury told me the Treaty of Berlin had probably

  been easier to negotiate.’




  Rosebery had bought himself a racehorse for Christmas which he was convinced would win the Derby.




  Prince Eddy became engaged to Princess May of Teck, to the delight and relief of both sets of parents.




  Powerscourt bought Lord Johnny Fitzgerald a case of Chassagne-Montrachet.




  His sisters clubbed together to buy Powerscourt a first edition of Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.




  But Powerscourt’s Christmas present to his nephews was the one closest to his heart.




  





  Part Two




  

    Sandringham


  




  

    January 1892


  




  





  5




  The Voltigeurs were moving steadily down the slope, skirmishers who represented the advance guard of the French Army. Behind them, deployed behind and around La Belle Alliance,

  were the glory of Napoleon’s Grande Armée, headgear glittering with the colours of different lands. There was a martial kaleidoscope, Lancers in red shapkas with a brass plate bearing

  the letter N and a white plume, Chasseurs in kolbachs with headgear of green and scarlet, Hussars with multi-coloured plumes, Dragoons with brass casques over tigerskin turbans, Cuirassiers in

  steel helmets with copper crests, Carabiniers in dazzling white and the Grenadiers of the Old Guard in massive, plain bearskins.




  Across the valley the British, a motley army in motley uniform, waited for their fate.




  ‘Fire!’ said a small voice. ‘Fire!’




  ‘Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!’ shouted two other small voices.




  ‘If I take a big puff on my cigar,’ said Lord Francis Powerscourt, who normally loathed cigars but felt that sacrifices had to be made in the interests of history, ‘we can have

  smoke all over the battlefield.’




  This had been his Christmas present to three of his nephews, a huge board portraying the battlefield of Waterloo in minute detail, and toy soldiers representing all the different varieties of

  troops on duty that June day.




  William, Powerscourt’s eldest nephew, was eight years old and in command of two younger soldiers, Patrick and Alexander. Patrick was the drummer boy, equipped with a replica of the

  equipment used to drive the French infantry to success and glory across the battlefields of Europe. Alexander was the bugler, trained to give the different orders to the men of Wellington’s

  command.




  ‘After the artillery bombardment,’ Powerscourt puffed bravely on at his cigar, enveloping the battlefield with smoke, ‘the next thing is the attack on the farm at Hougoumont.

  Four regiments of veterans,’ he pointed to a small cluster of models, ‘began to advance towards the farm. Beat the drum.’




  As William moved his troops forward through the smoke Patrick beat out the pas de charge: boom boom, boom boom, boom a boom, boom a boom, boom boom.




  ‘Splendid,’ said Powerscourt. ‘Now, Alexander,’ he brought in the youngest, ‘you are standing beside the Duke of Wellington, here, on his horse Copenhagen. Your job

  is to sound the bugle call that sends out his orders. Look! He has seen the French advancing towards the chateau. Reinforcements are needed. Now! Blow!’




  It could not be said that Alexander was master of the full repertoire of bugle calls from the reveille to the retreat. But he did make a great deal of noise.




  ‘Alors,’ cried Powerscourt, ‘some of the French did manage to get inside the building. And I’ll show you what happened then. Pretend that this door is the main

  entrance to Hougoumont. You three go outside, with your drums and bugles, and push as hard as you can to try to get in. You’re going to be French just for once, and I’m going to be

  Colonel Macdonnell who closed the gate.’




  The three boys pushed as hard as they could. ‘Make more noise! Shout in French!’ Powerscourt was getting carried away. Cries of ‘Allez! Allez! Vive la France! Vive

  l’Empereur!’ – Powerscourt himself had taught them that one – sounded out across the upper levels of the house and floated down to the drawing-room two floors below.

  With a mighty heave Powerscourt at last closed the door. Three small boys fell backwards on the floor in a tumbling melange of arms and legs.




  ‘Powerscourt! Powerscourt!’ shouted Rosebery. He burst into the room, taking in the battlefield at a glance. ‘I think you’ll find that you have put the British cavalry a

  bit too far to the left,’ he said absent-mindedly, surveying the order of battle. ‘But come, Powerscourt, come, we must go at once! Reasons on the way!’




  Rosebery led a swift charge down three flights of stairs, pausing only to give apologies to Powerscourt’s sister at the bottom. ‘A thousand pardons for this invasion, Lady Rosalind!

  We shall return to fight another day!’




  With that Rosebery bounded down the flight of steps, pulling a bemused Powerscourt behind him into the night, and hurried his friend into a waiting brougham.




  ‘Liverpool Street! As quick as you can. I have a train waiting!’




  ‘A train?’ said Powerscourt feebly, wondering if this was all another dream.




  ‘Yes, yes, yes. If you want to get anywhere in a hurry in this country you have to order yourself a special train. I’ve done it before.’




  Even at this moment of crisis Powerscourt found time to reflect on his friend. Most people in a hurry would consult timetables, seek out alternative routes, fret over possible delays on the

  line. Rosebery simply hired a train, and the best that money could buy, thought Powerscourt, as the engine pulled them slowly out of the station, real smoke billowing out over London’s

  suburbs.




  ‘Where are we going? What is the rush?’




  ‘Rush? Rush? Wild horses couldn’t get us there fast enough. We are going, my dear Powerscourt, to Sandringham. Something terrible has happened. Some disaster we don’t yet know

  about.’




  He thrust a cable into his friend’s hand.: ‘Come immediately. Most urgent. Bring Powerscourt. Brook no delay. Suter.’




  ‘Death closes all,’ Powerscourt muttered to himself, ‘but something ere the end, some work of noble note, may yet be done, not unbecoming men that strove with Gods . . . sorry,

  I have been reading Tennyson again last thing at night.’




  ‘What makes you think of death, Francis?’




  ‘Think of it, my friend,’ Powerscourt went on, who had thought of little else since they fled the battlefield of Waterloo. ‘If there was some natural act, like a fire or the

  roof falling in, they would send for the fire brigade or the builders. If it were the death of an aged uncle or aunt, the family would not be summoning you in the middle of a January night. They

  would not be sending for me. They would be sending for the tribes of relations and a couple of parsons. Bishops, more likely. Maybe Archbishops.’




  ‘Are you possessed of second sight as well as a photographic memory, Francis?’ Rosebery was peering closely at his friend as if another telegram was about to appear, etched across

  his forehead.




  ‘Certainly not,’ Powerscourt laughed. ‘But it seems to me the most likely explanation is that there has been some dirty work afoot in Norfolk. Death not by natural causes is

  usually called murder. But we must wait for some hard intelligence before our speculations run away with us.’




  The two men sat silently, lost in their thoughts. Rosebery was wondering about the political implications of a royal death. Powerscourt looked troubled.




  ‘I am sure that it is impossible to underestimate the effect a strange death could have on the Royal Family,’ he said, watching Rosebery’s cigar smoke drift down the carriage.

  ‘I have been thinking about this a lot lately,’ he went on, looking out at the occasional ringlets of light that gleamed faintly against the East Anglian sky. ‘Somewhere at the

  back of all the royal minds there must be a fear, maybe not a fear, an anxiety, a tremor in their dreams. On the surface, of course, all is serene, the palaces, the pomp, the pageantry. But

  underneath?




  ‘Think of it,’ he continued, in what for him was a most animated fashion, ‘like a painting by Claude. There’s a huge mythological landscape, elegant classical buildings,

  assorted Greeks and Romans like Dido and Cleopatra up to no good. You know the sort of thing.’




  Powerscourt drew a large frame in the condensation of the window between them. ‘All the normal Claude tricks are here, the fantastic buildings, the intense sunlight, the faint sense of

  being in another world. I expect you’ve got a Claude or two, Rosebery, lying about the place?’




  ‘I’ve got three, actually,’ admitted Rosebery, ‘maybe four. I can’t remember. But what’s going on in this one here?’ He pointed to the Old Master taking

  dim shape on the railway carriage window.




  ‘Here,’ said Powerscourt, drawing an ill-defined blob at the bottom of the frame, ‘is the fantastic palace, the grand pillars, the colonnades, the battlements, flags waving in

  the sunshine. And here, on an elaborate and bejewelled royal throne, we find the little Queen, resplendent not in a bonnet as so often, but in a proper crown. Around her are disported the usual

  crew, the courtiers, the secretaries, the equerries, the waiting servants – a mass of uniforms and all the decorations in the kingdom. I think Claude would have fun with that.




  ‘But here, behind them, in the park,’ Powerscourt’s finger added a series of semicircular blobs to the window of the Great Eastern, ‘we have a series of statues. Some of

  them lurk invisible at the end of a terrace until you turn the corner, some of them are in semicircles, standing rigidly to attention waiting for time’s last roll call. Right at the back we

  find some of Royalty’s distant predecessors, Henry VII, Richard II, two small princes in the Tower, a reminder to their successors in the big house down here at the bottom of the picture,

  that their ancestors waded through rivers of blood to sit upon a throne. And threw a previous monarch out to get there.




  ‘At the back of the semicircle, here, Charles I on execution day. Kings of England can lose their heads, even on a balcony above Whitehall. Then, slightly closer to the house we find

  Robespierre, the man who struck Terror not just into the hearts of the French, but into the hearts of every crowned head in Europe. In his left hand he holds a model guillotine and at his feet, a

  tumbril, with the powdered heads of the aristocrats already overflowing. Do you not like the tumbril, Rosebery?’




  ‘No tricoteuses, Powerscourt?’ said Rosebery with a smile. ‘No room for Madame Defarge and the knitting needles of death?’




  ‘No room on the plinth,’ said Powerscourt, turning back to the window. ‘The picture is nearing completion. At one edge of the semicircle, nearest the house, we place the

  Queen’s relation and colleague in Royalty, His Most Serene Majesty Alexander II, Czar of all the Russias, blown to pieces by a terrorist bomb twelve years ago and with a face so disfigured

  that his relatives fainted when they went to kiss him a last goodbye in his coffin.




  ‘On the other side we have Lord Frederick Cavendish, Her Majesty’s appointed representative, Viceroy of Ireland, stabbed to death by Fenian assassins in Dublin’s Phoenix Park

  in 1882, just ten years ago.




  ‘And last of all, right here,’ Powerscourt added another artistic blob, ‘we have a bearded agitator, pamphlet in hand, fist raised in defiance, cap on head, speaking of

  troubles yet to come. At the far left-hand corner of the picture’ – Powerscourt’s hand almost reached the emergency cord – ‘a small black cloud threatens the blue

  serenity of Claude’s landscape, a thunderstorm perhaps, a stroke of lightning.’
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  They found the Duke of Clarence and Avondale shortly before seven o’clock in the morning. The front of his night-shirt was saturated with blood.




  Blood red.




  There was so much blood that Shepstone, veteran of many a battlefield, described the room later as smelling like a cross between a butcher’s shop and an abattoir.




  Eddy’s bedroom was on the first floor of Sandringham House, looking out over the gravelled sweep of the main entrance. It was not completely flat, but sloped gently downwards to the

  window. Below the sash was a small lake, whose surface glistened eerily in the candlelight.




  Blood scarlet.




  Tributaries flowed from the end of the single bed across the floor towards the lake, matting the carpet and, where the floor was bare, seeping through the floorboards.




  Blood river.




  On the dressing-table was a copy of the Bible and Eddy’s diary, open on the day of his death. Hanging on the back of the door was his full dress scarlet uniform, last worn on his birthday

  just a few days before. Both of his wrists had been viciously slashed. From them both trickled a small but regular flow, running down into the mattress.




  Blood crimson.




  The main arteries in the legs had been severed too, adding to the blood river traffic towards the lake by the window. And his head was barely attached to his body. The murderer had slit his

  throat from ear to ear, leaving it lolling dangerously off the pillow. At the age of twenty-eight, Albert Victor Christian Edward, Duke of Clarence and Avondale, second in line of succession to

  Victoria’s throne, had breathed his last. Clarence was a corpse.




  Blue blood.




  Blood royal.




  The Prince of Wales was in torment. On him, and on him alone, rested the responsibility of what to do about the murder of his son. What would happen if this death and the manner in which it

  occurred were made public?




  There was only word that came into his mind, and it came in letters as high as the rooftops of Sandringham itself.




  Scandal.




  Scandal as the newspapers began to speculate about the murder of a Royal Prince asleep in his own house, in his own bed, surrounded by members of his own family. Scandal about his own private

  life that had threatened to erupt before Christmas with revelations about his affair with Daisy Brooke.




  Scandal about his dead son.




  Waves of anger at the death of Prince Eddy were sweeping through the Prince of Wales. For ten or fifteen minutes he would feel overwhelmed, drowned in anger. Then it would subside, only to

  reappear at a time of its own choosing.




  The Prince of Wales was always restless. He marched out of his study and down to the billiard room on the far side of the house where he knew he would not be disturbed. Somebody had left the

  balls on the table. It was an easy shot. The Prince of Wales picked up a cue. He bent over the table, his stomach pressing against the side. He missed.




  He tried another cannon on his billiard balls. Surely, he thought to himself, the red and the white will not dare to disobey their master’s will. They did. He missed again.




  Scandal lay around his family like the covering of some very expensive diamond from one of those great jewellery houses in the fashionable Faubourgs of Paris. Heaven and his bankers knew, the

  Prince of Wales had bought enough favours with their products over the years. The gems came in boxes, wrapped in layer upon layer of the most exquisite tissue paper. As you peeled off each rustling

  layer, you felt sure that here, at last, was the treasure, only to be cheated of your prey.




  Eddy lay at the bottom of the box. Or the bottom of the coffin. Edward remembered his conversation with Alexandra about Eddy’s future, some months before, with another wave of scandal

  threatening to break.




  ‘Send him away! Send him away, for Christ’s sake! Europe, the colonies, I don’t care. Anywhere, as long as he’s out of this country for at least two years!’




  And Alix, pleading softly, ‘Oh no you don’t. Not this time. You did that years ago, and it nearly broke my heart. This time Eddy is staying here.’




  Against his better judgement, he had given way. Eddy had stayed here. Now look where it had got them. Of all the scandals, the ones surrounding Prince Eddy were the most serious.




  Prince Edward knew a lot of it, he thought he knew most of it, but even he did not know if there were other layers, waiting to be unpeeled in the unforgiving light of publicity and a

  nation’s fury. Layer upon layer of the tissue papers of scandal.




  The billiard balls lay in their pools of light, the dark green baize a pitch waiting for another match. Death stopped play.




  The Prince of Wales made up his mind. He summoned Sir William Suter and Sir Bartle Shepstone to a meeting in the drawing-room at the back of the house.




  Another wave of anger was upon him, flooding through him like a typhoon of fury.




  ‘Private Secretary,’ he said. ‘Treasurer and Comptroller of my Household. I do not need to tell you gentlemen the reasons why I feel this matter should be concealed. Not the

  death, of course, but the murder. The scandal would be intolerable. I feel that no word of it should leak out to the outside world. But I do not know if it can be done.’




  Private Secretary Suter had attended some very strange meetings on some very strange subjects with his master. He was not particularly surprised at this one. He looked at the Prince as if this

  was some normal question of routine, a visit of inspection to the fire brigade in Birmingham, the laying of another foundation stone in Shoreditch.




  ‘Get Rosebery here as fast as you can. And that investigator friend of his, Powerswood or Powersfield or whatever he’s called.’




  ‘Lord Rosebery and Lord Francis Powerscourt are on their way, Your Royal Highness.’




  ‘And when they come, gentlemen . . .’ The Prince of Wales stood up. He looked old suddenly, his hair in disarray, his eyes hurting with the force of his anger. ‘I think we want

  two things.’ Shepstone, ever the faithful courtier in a crisis, began taking notes in a small blue book. ‘We want to know if the thing can be concealed, covered up. And then, we want

  – Powerscourt? Is that what you said his name was, Suter? – we want him to find who killed my son.




  ‘When he does, Shepstone, you will know what to do. We may not be able to summon the laws and the courts of England to our aid, but there are older laws than those. Vengeance is mine,

  saith the Lord. I will repay. Even unto the third and fourth generation of them that mock me. All of those involved in this murder must pay for their knowledge. With their blood. Not my

  son’s.’




  The Prince of Wales strode from the room. In the corner, beside the bookcase, the grandfather clock struck five. Less than twenty-four hours had passed since the discovery of the body.




  Sir William Suter stared vacantly at the grandfather clock.




  Sir Bartle Shepstone stared at the fire. Then he wrote some more in his little blue book. He filled three pages with his recollections of the words of his master. He thought he preferred the New

  Testament God of love and forgiveness to the Old Testament trumpet call of Vengeance is Mine. But he knew where his duty lay.




  ‘Rosebery! Powerscourt! Thank God you have come.’ Sir William Suter and Sir Bartle Shepstone were unanimous in their welcomes. Powerscourt noted with interest that

  neither was wearing mourning clothes.




  ‘Tell us the facts, man. Tell us the facts.’ Rosebery was leaning on the mantelpiece in the drawing-room at the back of Sandringham House looking out over a plain of white snow and

  an icy lake.




  ‘Well, I will try,’ said Suter, grimacing with distaste at the prospect of reliving the past twenty-four hours. ‘The body of the Duke of Clarence was discovered at shortly

  before seven o’clock this morning. Lord Henry Lancaster, one of the equerries or gentlemen in waiting to the Duke, went in to inquire after his health – he had been suffering from a

  heavy cold – and to see if he wanted breakfast brought up to him. Thank God it was Lancaster, and not one of the parlourmaids gone in to clean the room.’




  ‘How was the body lying?’ Powerscourt asked the question quietly.




  Suter looked at him carefully. Perhaps this was the world Powerscourt moved in, a world where murderers stalk the corridors by night and corpses are found in the morning. A world where the smell

  of blood lingers on in the nostrils long after you have left the room. ‘He was lying on his back. His throat had been cut. So had his wrists and the great blood vessels in his legs. The blood

  was lying all over the floor.’




  ‘My God!’ exclaimed Rosebery. ‘And this is England, not the Rome of Nero or the Borgias. How terrible.’




  ‘Quite so. Quite so.’ Suter acknowledged the outburst as one might tolerate a tantrum from a small child. But his face was as impassive as ever, a mask that concealed the workings of

  his mind. ‘Lancaster thought quickly. He summoned one of the other equerries, Harry Radclyffe, and put him on permanent guard outside the door, with instructions to say that the Duke was

  asleep and was on no account to be disturbed. I informed the Prince of Wales who told his wife and the rest of the family.




  ‘Dr Broadbent examined the cadaver and gave it as his opinion that the murder had taken place between eleven o’clock the previous evening when Lancaster bade him goodnight and saw

  him off to sleep and five o’clock in the morning. Broadbent has, naturally enough, been sworn to secrecy. The Prince wanted to have you gentlemen here before we decide how to proceed.




  ‘Less than a dozen people know what has transpired here. The Prince is firmly of the opinion that the murder must be covered up, that we invent some story to conceal the truth. That,

  rather than the particular circumstances of a person’s death,’ he said, staring balefully at Powerscourt, ‘is our immediate concern.’




  ‘Good God, man, this is England! This is Victoria’s grandson! This was Victoria’s grandson.’ Rosebery corrected himself. ‘How can you think of covering it up? Think

  of Parliament! Think of the laws of England! Think of the ancient constitution!’




  ‘I am not aware,’ said Suter coldly, ‘that any of your colleagues or predecessors have actually bothered to write it down. The ancient constitution, I mean. That gives us some

  flexibility.’




  ‘Come, Rosebery.’ Sir Bartle Shepstone had spent most of the discussion gazing sadly out of the window, as if time might suddenly decide to run backwards. ‘You have always been

  an adviser to the Royal Family on the constitution. Is there anything that says we couldn’t conceal it, cover it up, if such be the parents’ wishes?’




  Rosebery looked long at a portrait of the Princess of Wales by the bookshelves. There seemed to be three or four Alexandras in the room, radiant as a bride, happy as a mother surrounded by three

  of her children, regal as the Princess of Wales in formal attire and a dazzling tiara.




  ‘There is nothing in the constitution,’ he said finally in the manner of one who has been taken to a lunatic asylum and has to address the inmates, ‘that says you could not

  cover it up. There are the laws of the country, conspiracy to pervert the course of justice to name but one. I would find it easier to answer the question if I knew the reason for it, if I could

  sense what prompts this perversion of justice.’




  ‘Nobody is trying to pervert the course of justice, Rosebery. That is why Powerscourt is here. We want him to find the murderer.’




  Powerscourt said nothing. Inside, he felt sick. If the murder was covered up, he could ask no questions, he could make no inquiries, he could not conduct his business. It would be like playing

  cricket not just blind but with only one hand.




  ‘The reasons, I think, are simple.’ Suter was counting them off on his fingertips as the last light ebbed away from the white world outside. ‘It is a choice between two evils.

  Of course, if it is covered up, that is a terrible thing. But think of the alternative. We have the police tramping all over Sandringham and Marlborough House. Think of it, Rosebery. Inspector

  Smith who has spent his life investigating the criminal gangs of the East End of London comes to interrogate the Prince of Wales. Superintendent Peters polishes his best black boots and proceeds to

  talk to the Queen Empress at Windsor Castle. They do not know the world in which we live.’ As Suter thought of these outrages the colour drained slowly from his face.




  ‘Then there are the opposition politicians, radicals and suchlike. Every jumped-up backbencher will be on his feet in the House of Commons trying to ask the question nobody has asked

  before. The one designed to cause maximum embarrassment to the Royal Family. The newspapers will go mad. Initially of course we’ll have the black mastheads and the loyal and pious editorials.

  Grave loss to the nation and the Empire. You could write those now, Rosebery, I expect. But give them a week and they will be all over the Royal Family like vultures. Vultures over a corpse. They

  will start to rake up every single of scrap of gossip that has circulated in the drawing-rooms of London for the past three years. That could prove embarrassing and difficult for all concerned.

  Think of the foreign newspapers and what they will make of it. Think of the rejoicing in Paris and Berlin as a murder and a series of scandals in Britain’s Royal House are all over their

  front pages. Mourning dress won’t be worn for very long.’




  And then Rosebery could see it all.




  The need for secrecy, the need for silence.




  Fear was the key. Fear of some unspoken scandal that had not yet been brought out into the light of day. Fear that if the stones were lifted, something so terrible would crawl out that it could

  endanger the whole position of the Royal Family. Fear so strong that it left the risky and hazardous course of covering up the murder as the better of two options.




  Powerscourt tried to find the thread that linked his earlier investigation, the investigation that never was, with these terrible events at Sandringham. Somebody blackmailing the Prince of

  Wales, fears for the life of Prince Eddy. They must have thought it had all gone away, he reflected, looking at Suter and Shepstone and remembering the final letter from Marlborough House, written

  on the last day of the old year, that seemed to close the account. What had it said? ‘I am happy to be able to report,’ Suter had written in his best Private Secretary prose,

  ‘that the circumstances that led us to consider the possibility of availing ourselves of your expertise have changed for the better.’ This cold January evening, thought Powerscourt,

  they have certainly changed for the worse.




  ‘Gentlemen. Gentlemen.’ Suter was calling the meeting to order. ‘We are due to meet the Prince of Wales in one hour’s time. Rosebery, I would be grateful if you could

  marshal your arguments against what I have suggested. The Prince wishes to avail himself of the best possible advice before he reaches his final decision. I must go to him now. Sir Bartle here will

  answer some of your more specific questions.’




  Suter walked slowly from the room. As he closed the door faint sounds of women weeping could be heard from the floors above.




  ‘Was there any sign of a murder weapon? Was the window open or closed?’ Powerscourt felt suddenly like an intruder as he began his inquiries.




  ‘No murder weapon was found,’ Sir Bartle Shepstone replied. ‘I do not know about the window – but obviously members of the family have been tramping in and out of the

  room all day. You can see it tomorrow, and Lancaster will talk to you, of course.




  ‘I have ordered reinforcements of a sort,’ Shepstone went on. ‘A detachment of two dozen Guardsmen, commanded by a Major Dawnay, including a doctor and a trained undertaker,

  should be with us soon. They are part of a special section of the Household Division and are sworn to secrecy in the event of unusual missions like this.’




  ‘I never knew of such a special detachment,’ said Rosebery, with the air of a man who found it difficult to believe that such things could exist without his knowledge or

  approval.




  ‘Oh, they are very very secret, my dear Rosebery. When you are Prime Minister you will know all about them, and the special units of the Metropolitan Police Force. But they will be able to

  help us with the body.’




  Powerscourt suddenly remembered that Shepstone had won the Victoria Cross for outstanding bravery in the Indian Mutiny. He made a mental note to tell his nephews that he had talked with an old

  man with a white beard who had a VC; the Indian Mutiny, he suspected, would seem as remote to those little boys as the Spanish Armada.




  ‘How many people are in the house just now?’ Powerscourt returned to Sandringham.




  ‘Well, the family are here. And the Tecks, of course – Princess May was engaged to be married to Prince Eddy, as you know. About half a dozen young men, friends or equerries of

  Prince Eddy.’




  ‘And how many servants are there about the place?’




  Sir Bartle shook his head rather sadly. ‘Do you know, I have no idea about that. Some of them live in, of course, and some of them come from the neighbouring villages. Seventy? Eighty?

  I’ve never thought about it.’




  ‘Any reports of strangers in the vicinity?’ Powerscourt felt he wasn’t making much progress so far. He didn’t suppose it would get any better.




  ‘Odd that you should mention that, Lord Powerscourt.’ Shepstone was looking very tired suddenly. ‘There have been reports of a party of Russians and some Irishmen in the

  neighbourhood. The Prince of Wales is convinced one of them must be responsible.’




  ‘Let me ask the key question for our next round of discussions.’ For much of the conversation Rosebery had been marshalling his arguments for the Prince of Wales, lost in thought on

  the settee. ‘How many people know what has happened? How many people know the truth?’




  ‘I should think it cannot be more than a dozen, maybe fifteen at most. But all of them are either members of the family, or members of distinguished families who can be relied upon to do

  their duty.’




  Powerscourt raised his eyebrows at the assumed link between birth and virtue. If all those of good birth and position had done their duty according to the honour of their class and the dictates

  of their Commandments, he reflected bitterly, we probably would not have a bloodied corpse on our hands, stiffening into rigor mortis in an upstairs bedroom.




  The Prince of Wales seemed quite small that evening. He looked as though some powerful machine had emptied most of the air from his body. His eyes were red from weeping, his

  face pale and drawn. And though he was wearing one of his darker uniforms, he looked as though he no longer cared for the medals and decorations that hung loosely from his tunic, as if they too

  were in mourning.




  ‘My friends,’ he began, ‘thank you for coming to see us in this time of trouble. Thank you, Rosebery, thank you, Powerscourt. We shall never forget your assistance.




  ‘Rosebery, I do not think I shall make a final decision until the morning. But I want you to try to persuade me that we should tell the truth. My own inclination, as I believe Suter told

  you, is to conceal it.’




  If you have led the life of Prince Edward for the past thirty years, the love affairs, the gambling, the discreet trips en gargon to the pleasure palaces of Europe, thought Powerscourt,

  concealment must have become a way of life. There are only so many evenings you could pretend to be playing billiards at the Marlborough Club.




  Rosebery began with expressions of concern and sympathy for the family at the time of this terrible tragedy. He spoke of his long acquaintance with Alexandra and Edward, his frequent trips to

  Sandringham and Marlborough House, the weekends at his own houses, Mentmore or Dalmeny. He referred to his long intimacy with Queen Victoria and his friendship with the members of her Household.

  ‘I have often said, Your Royal Highness,’ he bowed slightly to the Prince of Wales, ‘that I have only met two people in my entire life who frightened me. One was that old bully

  Bismarck. The other is rather a smaller figure, your mother, the Queen.’




  The Prince of Wales smiled a wan smile, Shepstone managed the ghost of a laugh. Powerscourt had never heard Rosebery speak in the House of Lords. He had heard him once on a platform with

  Gladstone in London where his elegant eloquence made the Grand Old Man sound long-winded and lugubrious. He had never heard him as forceful as he was this evening.




  ‘Of course I understand the reservations you might have about bringing this sorry affair into the cold light of day. Of course I can see that concealment has its attractions, and that the

  opiate of secrecy is a powerful and addictive potion. Of course I can sense your fears of what might lie on the other side of those locked doors, of what dark phantoms might emerge to trouble

  yourself and your family.




  ‘But, Your Royal Highness,’ Rosebery was speaking very quietly, looking now at the Prince of Wales, now at the silent figure of Suter by the fireside, ‘I think there are other

  higher considerations, other flags to which we should pay allegiance. I would ask you to think about truth. Truth first of all in relation to my own profession of politics. Of course it can be a

  filthy business, despoiled by bribery and corruption, debased by fraudulent appeals to the electorate and the sordid traffic of faction. But some six hundred members of the House of Commons and a

  thousand members of my own chamber the Lords swear a solemn oath of loyalty to the Queen. It is a matter of high seriousness when you do it. Think of their feelings and their reactions when they

  learn that their own Prince of Wales has concealed things from them, that he has lied about such an important matter as the death of one who is second in line to the throne. There is no uglier

  sight in politics than the House of Commons when it knows it has been deceived. They will count up the sums of money voted each year to maintain the standard of living of the Royal Family, and

  their instinct will be to take revenge in whatever fashion they can find.




  ‘Think of the truth and the Church of England. It is not the force it once was, weakened by Darwin and by defections to Rome, but it remains the national Church of this country. People

  died at the stake to bring it into existence. Its bishops are appointed in the name of the Queen, who is Head of that Church, as you will be one day. Can you stand there at your Coronation,

  surrounded by the Princes of the Church as well of the State, and say that you will keep God’s holy laws and uphold his Commandments?’




  There was no noise in the room save for the soft cadences of Rosebery’s voice. Outside snow was falling steadily, wrapping those inside with further layers of white.




  ‘Think too about something more intangible but more valuable even than truth. Think of the relationship between the Royal Family and the ordinary citizens of this country. For some of

  them, who have attended our great public schools or served in the military, loyalty and patriotism are centred on the person or persons of the Queen and her family. You can be loyal to a flag or to

  a regimental colour or to your house at Eton, but the supreme loyalty which inspires people to die for this country is channelled through the Queen and the Princes of the Blood. The middle classes

  absorb this as they are brought up; go into the homes of the ordinary people of this country, working hard to better their lot and that of their families who will come after them, and you will see

  that loyalty burning bright by fireside and hearth. On the walls there are portraits of the Queen or pictures from the distant parts of her Empire. These people are the ones who turn out to wave

  the penny rattles when a Royal passes by, or will queue for hours to line the Jubilee parades. They trust you – will you betray that trust? Break that trust and you break the link that unites

  the people with their sovereign. Break it – and get found out – and all the King’s horses and all the King’s men will not put that trust together again.




  ‘If you do not take the side of truth in this matter, think of the other trusts and the other duties you are betraying. Think of the duty of honesty, the requirement to tell the truth,

  however unpalatable it may be. The fabric of the country, its moral centre, its legal system, is held together by the assumption that people will tell the truth. If you do not, why should your

  subjects? In the name of honesty, in the name of your responsibilities to the Parliament and Church of this land, your land, our land, I appeal to you to do what you must know to be the right thing

  to do. Tell the truth. Face the consequences. Honour your obligations to your country.’




  Even as he finished, Rosebery knew that it wouldn’t work. He had the sense as he spoke that he was swimming against the tide.




  ‘My dear Rosebery,’ said the Prince of Wales. ‘I am so grateful to you. I always suspected that your eloquence would make you Prime Minister one day. Now I am sure of it. But

  on this occasion, just for once, I am going to follow a maxim of my father’s.’




  Powerscourt groaned inwardly at the thought of some heavy German apothegm from Prince Albert.




  ‘He always said you should sleep on things before taking a decision. That is what I propose to do. But could I ask you gentlemen, particularly you, Lord Powerscourt, to give thought to how

  the matter could be concealed, were that the decision. And could I ask you to put your thoughts down on paper for me – rest assured that it won’t fall into the wrong hands.’




  ‘No more than one side of a sheet of paper,’ Suter advised as the Prince went off to his own quarters. ‘Otherwise there may be a scene. Shall we say nine o’clock in the

  morning, gentlemen? Thank you so much for your assistance.’




  With that Suter and Shepstone glided off into the night, leaving Rosebery and Powerscourt in possession of the drawing-room.




  ‘Nine o’clock,’ said Rosebery ruefully. ‘I shouldn’t think he’s been up at nine in the morning since he was nine years old. What do you think the old

  hypocrite is going to decide, Francis?’




  ‘I have absolutely no doubt,’ said Powerscourt, ‘that he is going to want to cover it up. What do you say to Death by Influenza?’
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  Few people slept well at Sandringham that night. Outside further falls of snow drifted down, covering the great slate roofs and the gravel driveway and lying in weird patterns

  on the tall trees.




  The Rosebery Powerscourt Memorandum, written in Rose-bery’s best copperplate, was waiting in the little drawing-room of Sandringham House for the nine o’clock meeting.




  

    Subject: The Days Ahead.


  




  

    	If the murder is to be covered up, there has to be another cause of death. Death by Influenza is the best solution. Prince Eddy was already suffering from a cold. There have been a number of

    tragic deaths from this disease in recent weeks. Another would not be surprising.




    	For Death by Influenza to work as a cover story, the Prince must, as it were, be kept alive for a couple more days. This afternoon or tomorrow a notice should be pinned to the Norwich Gates

    here and outside Marlborough House reporting that there is grave cause for concern and that additional medical staff have been sent for from London. This will appear in the newspapers the

    following day.




    	Tomorrow two further bulletins should be posted. Each one should be more sombre than the last. They will appear in the papers on Tuesday.




    	On the appropriate day, a last bulletin should be posted in the usual places, reporting that the Prince has passed away. If that happens early in the morning, say eleven o’clock, it

    will give the papers ample time to prepare special editions.




    	Sir George Trevelyan, Private Secretary to HM The Queen, is an expert at dealing with all the newspapers. He is particularly close to the editor of The Times. He should be let into the

    secret of the illness and entrusted with the task of liaison with the Press.




    	Returning to today, it is essential that the military gentlemen have access to the body and that the room be cleaned up. A Service of Prayer for the sick Prince should be held in the church

    this afternoon. Attendance should be recommended if not compulsory for all the domestic staff. While that is in progress, the body could be seen to. A brief inspection could be made of the roof

    to see if there has been any unexpected traffic up there.




    	Only two other people should be told the true nature of Prince Eddy’s death. One is the Prime Minister, whose authority may need to be invoked to expedite future inquiries. The other is

    the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, who has files on all known Irish subversives, and may be able to assist with possible foreign suspects.


  




  The Prince of Wales read slowly, pausing occasionally to polish his glasses. Suter and Shepstone were busy making notes on the pads in front of them.





  ‘I think this is an excellent plan,’ said the Prince of Wales, rising from his seat to gaze out of the tall windows at the white wilderness beyond. ‘Now I must make up my mind.

  I did not feel I could do so until I saw what the alternative plan might be. Suter, Shepstone, do you think it could work?’




  The faithful courtiers gave it as their opinion that if everything was properly managed, and if there were no unforeseen circumstances like a leak of the truth along the way, then indeed it

  could be successfully implemented.




  ‘Never say yes and never say no,’ Powerscourt said to himself, remembering Rosebery’s words from the past. ‘Your backs are well covered, gentlemen. Nobody will be able to

  blame either of you if things go wrong. No doubt you’ve written your reservations down on those little bits of paper, just to be on the safe side. If the plan fails, all the blame is going to

  attach to Rosebery and me.’




  All his life Rosebery had been fascinated by the way people made their decisions. He had watched politicians take great decisions in haste or on a whim, or because they couldn’t think of

  anything else to do, or because they felt they had to be seen to do something, in one case because the minister was going to be late for the opera. As he watched the Prince of Wales, standing by

  his Norfolk window, he knew that this was the most bizarre decision he would watch in his life.




  ‘All right. All right,’ said the Prince of Wales. ‘I want my son’s murder to be concealed. That is my final decision. Will you gentlemen see to the details?’




  Sir William Suter was the first to break the silence that dropped on the room after the Prince of Wales’ departure.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ he announced with the satisfied air of one who is back in control of the meeting, ‘we are most grateful to you both. Let me try to divide up the tasks that yet

  remain if this plan is to succeed. We have a few days left in which to maintain the necessary deception. After that we must bolt the lie into the history books.’




  That, thought Powerscourt, realising that he might have underestimated Suter, was rather good. Cheating history. Deceiving the future.




  ‘Lord Rosebery, could the Royal Family impose on your kindness and your generosity one more time? Your suggestion about Trevelyan is excellent. Could we ask you to make all speed to London

  and communicate with him in person? I dare not trust these tidings to a letter, nor yet to the telegraph machine. It is vital that he knows what we know as soon as possible. The Prince of

  Wales’ train is at Wolferton station now, waiting for whatever passengers it may have to bear. If you were to set out at once we could have Trevelyan on board by early afternoon.’




  ‘Hold on a moment.’ Rosebery spoke very softly. His head was in his hands and he sounded as though he was speaking from somewhere very far away. ‘Hold on a moment, gentlemen, I

  beg you.’




  Suter, Shepstone, and Powerscourt stared intently at Rosebery, his delicate features contorted by some inner strain. He looked up.




  ‘Of course I should go and talk to Trevelyan in London or Osborne or wherever he is to be found at present. But consider, pray. We are about to embark on one of the great deceptions in the

  history of the monarchy in this nation. I do not doubt the sincerity of those who wished it thus, or the power of the reasons for that choice. But we must have a plan. If we are to cheat history,

  as you, Sir William, implied earlier, we must make sure that the cards, as it were, are properly sharpened, the form book doctored, the dice weighted in our favour.




  ‘We have one enormous advantage. Nobody would ever suspect that such a deception was being practised. History is always written by the conquerors. They get their version in first. The

  vanquished may rot in some prison cell or die upon the battlefield. They never tell their story, and if they do, it is usually too late.




  ‘But, gentlemen, we must prepare our ground. First we must fix the date of death. Then I suggest we work backwards from that date to this Sunday morning, deciding in advance what

  information we give out. It is as if we were writing a play backwards. We know the last act, the death of the Prince, just as Shakespeare must have known that Hamlet had to end with the

  death of his Prince. Hamlet was Danish too – appropriate for this household. But we have to write Acts One to Five of this drama, if the thing is to work.’




  ‘Are you suggesting, Rosebery,’ Suter sounded like a man going into uncharted waters, ‘that we should write everything down as if it were a play?’




  ‘I am not sure yet. I think we need to think about it calmly. Can anyone think of the single most important fact that we do not possess? But a fact vital to our success?’




  ‘Oddly enough, I can. I thought about it this morning, Rose-bery.’ Powerscourt was staring at the snow-covered lake outside.




  ‘And what do you think it is, Francis?’




  ‘Quite simply, it is this.’ Powerscourt glanced around the room, Suter looking disturbed by the fire, Sir Bartle looking vacant as if hoping the murder and the cover-up would melt

  away, Rosebery pacing up and down the room like a cat. ‘We know it is possible that Prince Eddy could die from influenza. People are dying from it all the time. But we can’t just tell

  the world he’s died from it, just like that. There has to be a history, announcements of the illness in the papers and so on. But we don’t know how long it might take. It could take two

  days. It could take ten, or twenty. Until we know how long that is, we cannot fix the date for the end of Rosebery’s Act Five. And, don’t you see, until we know the date of the end of

  Act Five, we don’t know what to put in the four acts in between. Until we know that, we are, quite simply, in the dark.’




  ‘Are there any doctors in this house?’ Rosebery was obviously anxious to push things forward. ‘Doctors who know, I mean?’




  ‘Dr Broadbent is still here. Dr Manby cannot be very far away. I could summon him now.’ Suter looked reassured at the prospect of action in the world of Private Secretaries rather

  than playwrights.




  ‘I suggest you summon them both at once. Perhaps we could reassemble here in one hour’s time.’




  Rosebery left the room, beckoning Powerscourt to accompany him. They went out of the front of the house in the unforgiving cold, snow dribbling occasionally on to their thick coats. Soldiers

  were everywhere, patrolling discreetly out of sight, making circuits of the lakes and shrubberies. Where did Shepstone’s Major Dawnay get them all from, Powerscourt wondered? He started with

  fourteen. Now he must have at least fifty. If it went on like this, Dawnay would have a whole regiment by the end of the week.




  The two doctors were a study in contrasts. Manby, tall, slim, looked to be in his early thirties. He had the air of the countryman about him, in his healthy cheeks and his

  casual tweeds. Broadbent was a creature of the town or the city, portly, his hair receding, his suit the most respectable black, his bag large and formidable.




  A circular table and six dining-room chairs had been appropriated from another room and sat by the corner, waiting for meetings.




  ‘Dr Manby, Dr Broadbent.’ Suter was at his most unctuous. ‘Thank you for interrupting your business to give us of your wisdom. You both know the circumstances in which we are

  placed, and the solution that has been advocated to our difficulties. We just need a little practical advice. Rosebery?’




  Courtier to the last, thought Powerscourt. Pass the parcel, pass the body, pass the corpse. Let Rosebery ask what might be called the fatal question, and no blame could attach to Suter in the

  future.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ said Rosebery in his best House of Lords voice. ‘Our question is a simple one. How long does it take for somebody to die of influenza? We are talking of a young

  male, some twenty-eight years old, to all intents and purposes in good health.’




  ‘That is not as easy a question as it sounds.’ Broadbent looked down at his bag, as if medical secrets or influenza victims were contained inside. ‘It depends on so many other

  factors.’




  We could be here all day at this rate, thought Powerscourt, as the man in the black suit tried to wriggle out of committing himself.




  ‘One sees so many different varieties of symptoms, you understand. Age is only one factor, maybe not even the most important one. There have been cases where the illness has dragged on for

  three or four weeks and the patient has recovered, others where the disease has worked itself through much more rapidly.’




  Powerscourt glanced at Rosebery to see his reaction to the delays. Would the former Foreign Secretary lose his temper?




  A flicker of irritation shot across Rosebery’s face. ‘I think we are talking at cross purposes here. Both you gentlemen know what we are talking about. There are reasons I cannot

  divulge why the manner of Eddy’s death has to be concealed. All I can say is that those reasons are to do with state security.’




  Rosebery had just thought of state security. He paused to let its full impact sink in. It was, Powerscourt reflected, the perfect justification for the cover-up. It covered everything, like the

  snow outside.




  ‘We intend to tell the world,’ Rosebery continued, ‘that Prince Eddy died from influenza, not from murder. We need to announce his illness. We need to invent medical bulletins

  for every day before his second death, if you follow me. We would like that process to be short, so that the normal routines of mourning can be properly observed. At present the situation is

  intolerable for members of the family. But we do not want it be so short that it looks implausible or improbable. Dr Manby, you are the local man here. What do you feel would be a reasonable period

  of time? For the thing to be plausible, I mean.’




  ‘Of course, I share my colleague’s reservations,’ Manby began.




  Good God, thought Powerscourt. Another one. More bloody qualifications. They’ll start talking about the Hippocratic Oath soon. But he was wrong.




  ‘The key factor, I think, is whether it is influenza alone or if there is some accompanying illness which might speed up the process. Pneumonia comes often with influenza – two of my

  patients have recently died, not from the influenza, but from its terrible twin disease. If the pneumonia came quickly, you would expect the patient to go through a period of fluctuating

  conditions, apparently recovering one day, very high temperatures and a relapse the next. In those circumstances, the patient might die after four or five days, though that might be too abrupt.

  Anything between six and nine days would fit the prevailing trends of such a condition in Norfolk at the present time.’




  ‘Would that analysis meet with your approval, Dr Broadbent?’ Rosebery was anxious to carry the meeting with him, before further medical complications set in.




  ‘Of course, I do not know the particular circumstances in these rural areas.’




  Here we go again, thought Powerscourt, casting a surreptitious glance at his watch.




  ‘But in general, that is a very fair description of the progress, the possible progress of the disease.’




  ‘Thank you, Dr Broadbent.’ Rosebery interrupted him neatly at the end of the sentence. Powerscourt felt Broadbent had been good for another three or four minutes of intervening

  conditions and unfortunate side effects.




  ‘Let me try to sum up our position with a concrete example.’ Rosebery smiled a thin smile at the medical gentlemen. ‘Let us say the Prince contracted the beginnings of

  influenza at the end of last week. We already know that he was suffering from a cold. On Friday, two days ago, he is taken seriously ill. Pneumonia symptoms appear quickly. The patient comes and

  goes in the manner described by Dr Manby over the weekend and through the first three days of next week. By Thursday, he could be dead.’




  ‘I am afraid that that is all too plausible,’ Dr Manby said. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, Broadbent?’




  Surprisingly, Broadbent did. Even more surprising was what Rosebery did next.




  ‘Suter, do you have some pens and paper in here?’




  Sir William produced some from the drawers on the table.




  ‘Gentlemen, I am going to give you some rather gruesome homework. And I am afraid it must be done now. It’s the express wish of the Prince of Wales.’




  Rosebery’s making that up, thought Powerscourt. He’s making it up to make sure they don’t wriggle out of what he wants them to do.




  Rosebery wrote rapidly on five separate sheets of paper. Sunday. Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. Thursday.




  ‘I would ask you to remember that what you write for the Prince’s condition on Sunday will be the first news to appear in the papers. One bulletin should suffice. It will appear in

  the Monday editions, Monday’s bulletins appearing on Tuesday and so on. For each day from Monday to Thursday, gentlemen, we require two medical bulletins. They will be signed in your names.

  They will be pinned up on the railings of Sandringham House and at Marlborough House.




  ‘They can be brief, the bulletins, but they must be plausible. Just a couple of sentences at a time will do. Bring in the pneumonia as you feel appropriate. I think you might write a third

  bulletin for broadcast late on Wednesday. And I think you should also write one holding version which could be used if we find that we need another one in a hurry. No change in the patient’s

  condition, that sort of thing.’




  ‘Do you know when you want him to die, Lord Rosebery?’ Manby was looking practical, pen poised over his Sunday hymn sheet.




  ‘I do indeed, Dr Manby. I was just coming to that. Prince Eddy, Duke of Clarence and Avondale, is to die at 9 a.m. on Thursday morning, in time for the papers to prepare special editions

  for the Friday.




  ‘Now, I suggest that we leave you to this distasteful task. These other gentlemen and I are going to prepare the background material that will be distributed to the newspapers at the same

  time as the bulletins.’




  Rosebery was now in complete control of the situation. ‘Successful generals,’ he said to the two doctors as he prepared to lead the rest of his small army from the room, ‘leave

  nothing to chance. Everything is planned. Everything is prepared. If we want our version to be believed, we are asking people to believe in one huge lie. They are much more likely to do so if we

  can support the big lie with a host of smaller ones.




  ‘We are going,’ he looked at Suter and Shepstone, ‘to invent the host of smaller lies to buttress the bulletins, when he first felt ill, when the first doctor was called, any

  trips he might have made outdoors, shooting or that sort of thing, which could have brought on or aggravated his condition.’




  ‘Lord Rosebery.’ Broadbent sounded plaintive. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’




  ‘I’m sure I have, my dear Broadbent. Please enlighten me. At times like this we need all the help we can get.’




  ‘This is Sunday,’ said Dr Broadbent. ‘Do you mean to say that you intend to get the first bulletin into the papers tomorrow?’




  ‘Indeed I do. That is why you gentlemen must make haste. The Prince of Wales’ special train is waiting to take me at full speed to London. There I shall meet the Queen’s

  Private Secretary. Together we have an appointment with the editor of The Times early this evening. ‘That is when, for our purposes, the history of this affair will begin to be

  written. The Official History, I mean. For that other history, the secret history, the history of secrets, could I paraphrase from the Danish play, the rest must be silence.’
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  Suter had posted notices of the Service of Prayer for the Sick all round the house and grounds by 10.30 in the morning. It was to start at three o’clock.




  The staff filed into the little church two by two. Butler, footmen, housekeepers, parlourmaids, nursery maids, grooms, gardeners, blacksmiths, carpenters, coachmen, all arrived to insult their

  separate gods by praying that one already dead might live.




  Powerscourt thought that the prospects of a Resurrection in East Anglia were rather remote. He had planned to spend the time talking to Lancaster, but received a message from Shepstone that his

  presence was specially requested by the Princess of Wales.




  ‘My soul he doth restore again,’ the congregation sang, slowly at first, and then with more conviction as the tune took hold.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                ‘And me to walk doth make


                Within the paths of righteousness,


                E’en for his own name’s sake.’


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The singing was quite loud now, floating out from the little church across the white landscape and the frozen lakes.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                ‘Yea, though I walk in death’s dark vale,


                Yet will I fear none ill:


                For thou art with me, and thy rod


                And staff me comfort still.’


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  On the upper floor of Sandringham House Shepstone’s special forces moved with extraordinary speed. Prince Eddy’s bed and all the bedclothes were rushed out of his room and buried in

  the woods. The carpet was removed, the floor scrubbed, and a new bed with clean sheets installed. Mats that were almost indistinguishable from the previous carpet were laid upon the floor. His

  bloody clothes were taken away and a new series of pictures of his family, borrowed from his mother’s quarters, placed on the dressing-table. His old dress uniform which had been splattered

  with blood was replaced with a cleaner, freshly pressed model.




  ‘O most merciful God, open thine eye of mercy upon this thy servant, Prince Eddy, who most earnestly desireth pardon and forgiveness. Renew in him, most loving Father, whatsoever hath been

  decayed by the fraud and malice of the devil, or by his own carnal will and frailness . . .’




  Canon Hervey hurried over the words carnal will and frailness. He had been chosen as Rector of Sandringham for the quality of his voice, which appealed to Princess Alexandra, and the brevity of

  his sermons which appealed to her husband. His beautiful speaking voice filled the little church as the thin afternoon sun lit the stained glass windows of the Last Judgement.




  The embalmers took Prince Eddy’s body away to the top floor, to special attic rooms that were kept locked and whose key was in the sole possession of the Princess of Wales. These had been

  night nurseries years before, but were later turned into store rooms for her children’s toys.




  So here among a small armada of toy boats for sailing on the lake, among dolls and teddy bears that were gifts from the crowned heads of Europe, and toy soldiers from the armies of Prussia and

  France, the corpse was cleaned and the embalmer’s art set to work to disguise the ravages of his murder. ‘Somebody may want to see the body,’ Sir Bartle had warned them, ‘so

  you’d better make it bloody good.’




  ‘Oh Lord, look down from heaven, behold, visit and relieve this thy servant Prince Eddy.’ The congregation were very still, almost all of them on their knees, praying for a Prince

  who would be their master one day, if he lived. ‘Look upon him with the eyes of thy mercy, defend him from the danger of the enemy, and keep him in perpetual peace and safety, through Jesus

  Christ our Lord. Amen.’




  It’s too late, it’s too too late, Powerscourt thought. The danger of the enemy had already struck with terrible force. Eddy might have found perpetual peace, but safety had eluded

  him.




  Was the murderer in the church, Powerscourt wondered suddenly? He gazed desperately at the backs of the congregation, at the members of the Household and the equerries kneeling with their

  straight backs in the royal pew. These hands clasped together so decorously in prayer, had one pair of them also wielded a knife with the skill of a butcher? Had one of these worshippers a

  collection of bloodied clothes, hidden away at the back of a cupboard, or thrown into a pit in the woods?




  Sir George Trevelyan, Private Secretary to Queen Victoria, was waiting in Rosebery’s drawing-room in Berkeley Square. The fire had been lit, the carpet swept, the chairs

  and ornaments dusted. Rosebery’s houses ran like clockwork, whether he was in them or not.




  ‘Sir George, thank you for taking the trouble of coming all the way up from Osborne. I trust you had a pleasant journey?’




  ‘Indeed, I did, Lord Rosebery. There are times, as I am sure you know as well as I do, when it can be a relief to get away, especially when there are a lot of relations in the

  house.’




  Trevelyan had been in his position for over twenty years. Contemporaries said that he knew how to manage the Queen better than any man since Disraeli – and Disraeli had used outrageous

  ladlefuls of flattery. Trevelyan didn’t. His management techniques were more oblique: patient campaigns by letter, subtle delaying tactics until the Queen’s wrath had subsided,

  reminders of how matters had been managed in the past. On at least one occasion, to Rosebery’s certain knowledge, Trevelyan had invented fictitious chapters of English constitutional history

  to get his way and persuade the Queen onto the proper course. This usually involved sending for Gladstone to form the next Government.




  ‘The relations,’ Rosebery sighed. ‘Ah, yes. I can imagine how you must feel about those relations. But, come, Sir George, I have a terrible tale to relate. When is the man from

  The Times coming?’




  ‘Barrington should be here in about half an hour. I thought we might need some time together beforehand. He is bringing one of his people with him. Barrington says his own shorthand is

  completely unintelligible. He can’t even read it himself.’




  Briefly Rosebery related the terrible events at Sandringham. He left nothing out, the deep wounds, the blood sprayed around the room, the prostration of Alexandra and the cold fury of her

  husband.




  ‘The point is, Trevelyan, the point is this. They want to conceal the nature of the death. They propose to announce on Thursday, this coming Thursday, four days from now, that he died of

  influenza. My purpose is to warn The Times, to soften them up, if you like, to prepare them for the blow.’




  ‘Good God!’ said Trevelyan. ‘Dear God in heaven. The poor family.’ He closed his eyes for a moment and said a silent prayer. ‘Do you think they are right, Rosebery,

  to conceal the murder from the world?’




  ‘The time is past when one could speak of right or wrong. They have taken their decision. It is a perilous course. But they were prompted, as you can well imagine, by the fear of scandal

  and the newspapers prying into all their lives.’




  ‘What should we tell the Queen?’ Trevelyan’s first loyalty was always to his royal mistress, happily surrounded by other members of her family and the waters of the English

  Channel on the Isle of Wight.




  ‘What should we tell the Queen, indeed.’ Rosebery looked troubled. He paused to stare into the fire. ‘I can only relate the views of the Prince of Wales. He explained his

  position very clearly to me as I was leaving Sandringham.’




  Prince Edward, wrapped in a dark green cape, had marched Rosebery up and down the little platform at Wolferton station, talking passionately of his fears, the lampposts, adorned with a premature

  crown for the Prince of Wales, shining bravely against the winter air, the engine already fired up, sending impatient clouds of smoke into the night.




  ‘The Prince of Wales is frightened of his mother. I think he is more frightened of her than of anybody else on earth. He doesn’t want to tell her. He fears her wrath. He fears for

  her health. Worst of all, he fears that she might not be able to keep such a secret to herself, that the scandal of Eddy’s murder would somehow find its way into public gossip.’




  ‘My God, Rosebery, you could well be right there. The Queen would be bound to tell somebody, probably her favourite daughter in Berlin. In half an hour the thing could be all around the

  Wihelmstrasse and the Unter den Linden. I don’t think Prime Minister Salisbury would thank for us that.’




  Footsteps could be heard, echoing across one of Rosebery’s marble halls. There was a knock on the door.




  ‘My lord. Sir George. The gentlemen from The Times are here. Mr Barrington. His chief reporter, Mr Johnston.’




  ‘Barrington, how good to see you again! Thank you for coming.’ It was certainly true, thought Rosebery, that Trevelyan was on excellent terms with the man from Printing House

  Square.




  ‘Please sit down, gentlemen, please.’ Rosebery placed his visitors side by side on a great leather sofa.




  ‘I fear,’ Trevelyan began, ‘that we have some serious news concerning the Duke of Clarence and Avondale.’




  ‘I hope you will have no objections, gentlemen,’ the editor of The Times was at his most charming, ‘if my colleague here makes a shorthand record of our conversation? It

  helps us to get our facts straight.’




  ‘Of course, of course.’ Trevelyan volleyed back some courtier’s charm of his own. ‘The Duke has contracted a most severe bout of the influenza. Most severe.’




  ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said Barrington, assuming already his air of mourning, planning perhaps the black-edged columns around his leader page which would greet a royal death. ‘So

  many of our great men are suffering from it at present.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘The influenza is raging all across the Continent of Europe. The Bishop of Southwark is in crisis with

  it. They say that Cardinal Manning is at death’s door.’




  So far so good, thought Rosebery. The ground here is fertile. ‘May I just fill in with a few more details, Mr Barrington? I have come this very evening from Sandringham.’




  ‘Please do, Lord Rosebery, please do. We are most grateful to you.’




  ‘The doctors believe that the illness took serious hold on Friday evening. The most serious development is that the influenza is accompanied by pneumonia. Dr Broadbent, who attended on the

  recent illness of Prince George, is in attendance. Dr Manby, the local man, a most capable physician, is also on call. I believe that Dr Laking may be summoned over the next twenty-four hours, if

  he is not already there.’




  Doctors’ names, Rosebery had always felt, would give the lie some serious substance. One man might not be telling the truth, but a trinity of doctors?




  ‘Let me tell you what the proposals are for the dissemination of further information. From tomorrow, regular bulletins about his progress will be posted on the Norwich Gates at Sandringham

  and at Marlborough House.’




  ‘Who else is in residence at Sandringham House at the moment?’ Barrington leaned forward. Rosebery kept thinking of him as a bloodhound hot on the scent of death. His colleague took

  shorthand at a prodigious speed, his pen coming to rest a few seconds after the speaker had finished.




  ‘Duke and Duchess of Fife, Duke and Duchess of Teck and their children, Prince and Princess of Wales obviously, Prince George, Princess Maud, Princess Victoria, a number of friends and

  equerries who had come to celebrate the Prince’s birthday on Friday.’ Rosebery took great care, on Powerscourt’s instructions, not to give the names of any of the equerries. The

  shorthand pen hurtled across the page, the scratching of the nib filling in the silences as Rosebery spoke.




  ‘We feel,’ Rosebery nodded gravely at Sir George Trevelyan, ‘that the first announcement in the newspapers should confine itself to a bald announcement of the illness,

  accompanied, if you feel appropriate, by a list of those in residence at Sandringham.’




  ‘Of course, of course.’ Barrington nodded gravely in his turn. If the newspapers were as tame and as docile as this all the time, Rosebery felt, we would not be in such

  difficulties.




  ‘However, there is some background information about the possible origins of the disease which could, perhaps, be included on the following day, should the illness persist, of

  course.’




  ‘The Times would be most grateful to you, Lord Rosebery, Sir George.’ Trevelyan thought that Barrington sounded like the Ambassador from a major power proposing the terms of a

  treaty at the Foreign Office.




  ‘On Monday of last week the Duke felt unwell as he attended the funeral of Prince Victor of Hohenhoe. On Tuesday he remained at Sandringham. On Wednesday he went shooting – and that,

  as I am sure you will remember, even in the warmth of London, was a very cold day. On Thursday he felt unwell again and on Friday he felt ill again on his birthday.’




  Suddenly Rosebery felt completely blank. He had forgotten something. Like an actor, he had lost his lines. But there was no prompter, only Trevelyan, and he hadn’t yet read the whole

  script. Had Eddy attended his birthday dinner party or not? Had he stayed in his room, according to the legend he and Suter and Shepstone had concocted earlier that day? Or had he attended and had

  to leave early? He simply could not remember.




  He pressed on regardless. ‘And that, gentlemen, is about as much as we can tell you at present.’




  Silence fell on the room, the shorthand nib quiet at last. Barrington looked at his watch.




  ‘Lord Rosebery, Sir George, please forgive me. Time waits for no man, not even The Times.’




  Trevelyan wondered how often he had used that quip in the past twenty years. ‘I must return to my offices. We must include this story in the first editions. We should be on our way. We are

  most grateful to you. I shall despatch a reporter to Sandringham at once.’




  Times present turned into Times past as the two men were ushered from the room.




  ‘I think that went as well as might have been expected, Lord Rosebery. We need to co-ordinate further plans.’




  ‘Indeed, indeed.’ Rosebery was staring at his empty sofa.




  ‘Do you think Barrington brings that other chap with him everywhere he goes? A silent amanuensis? I don’t believe he spoke a single word all the time he was here.’




  ‘Perhaps he is the Official Scribe,’ said Trevelyan, ‘like those characters with tablets who used to follow Eastern potentates around their palaces, writing down every

  word.’




  Rosebery laughed suddenly, the tension draining away. ‘Do you suppose he tastes Barrington’s food as well?’




  Snow had turned into slush in the ancient streets of King’s Lynn, seven miles south west of Sandringham. Powaerscourt splashed his way through the entrance hall of the

  King’s Head hotel and found Lord Johnny Fitzgerald drinking beer and William McKenzie drinking tea in a private sitting-room on the first floor. His reinforcements had arrived.




  ‘Powerscourt! At last!’ Fitzgerald eased his tall frame out of the best chair and shook his friend warmly by the hand.




  ‘It’s turning into a gathering of the clans here tonight.’ McKenzie was a small, silent man in his early thirties. He was what they had called in India a tracker. Trained in

  his native Scotland in the complicated arts of stalking stags, he had transferred his skills to tracking humans. In India, as in his homeland, they spoke of him with awe.




  ‘I am so glad you are both here.’ Powerscourt sank into a chair by the fire and looked at his companions. ‘Let me tell you what this business is about.’




  Powerscourt left nothing out, the great slit across the throat, the other arteries slashed, the pools of blood on the floor. He told them of the plan to conceal the death from the public and the

  authorities. He filled them in on the activities of Major Dawnay and his band of mysterious experts with their arcane skills, military and civilian.




  ‘Do they expect us to find out who did it? I suppose they do.’ Fitzgerald took a long draught from an enormous tankard of ale. ‘How in God’s name are we supposed to do

  that, Francis? Blood in puddles all over the floor. It’s like a butcher’s shop on slaughter day.’




  ‘All we can do,’ Powerscourt surveyed his small forces, ‘is to begin from the beginning. That’s what we have always done in India or in London. In Wiltshire, you will

  remember, we had even less to go on than we do here. I think . . .’ He paused to gaze with horror at an extremely sentimental picture of the Scottish Highlands hanging on the wall. ‘I

  think we have to start by trying to eliminate the outsiders.




  ‘Johnny.’ Fitzgerald had just completed his tankard and was eyeing it curiously, as if amazed that it could be empty so soon. ‘There have been reports of Russians in the

  vicinity. Reports have reached the Sandringham servants that there are Russians at Dersingham, at Hunstanton, at Fakenham even. There are also reports of Irishmen in the neighbourhood.’




  ‘Where the hell is Fakenham?’ Fitzgerald was notorious for his total ignorance of geography, even of countries he had lived in for years.




  ‘It’s north and east of Sandringham. This map on the wall should help you. The Prince of Wales is convinced that one or more of these Russians, if they exist, killed his son. Myself,

  I rather doubt it but I intend to keep the Russian ball in play for as long as possible. I don’t think I want them to know just yet where my suspicions lie.




  ‘And you, William McKenzie, I need your skills as never before. I need to know if you can tell if anybody has been trying to break into or out of Sandringham. There are great walls all

  around the estate and the gates are locked at night. It will be very very difficult with all this snow about.’




  ‘Difficult, difficult, but not impossible, I dare say.’




  Suddenly Powerscourt felt very tired. Tomorrow, he knew, would be another trying day at the big house. But as he looked as his two companions, already peering at the map and discussing tomorrow,

  he knew he was no longer alone.




  It was so like Francis, his eldest sister Rosalind reflected bitterly, to disappear like that. One moment he was playing happily with her children upstairs, that ridiculous

  board thing with all those toy soldiers and the Battle of Waterloo, the next moment he was gone.




  And then there was Lady Lucy, entertained at dinner here in her house in St James’s Square, taken to look at the boring pictures in the National Gallery, friendship possibly ripening into

  something more substantial. Now she had been abandoned, like one of those Greek people, dumped on some hot island while the hero sailed away and forgot to change his sails.




  Lady Rosalind Pembridge had invited Lady Lucy Hamilton to tea. She was very fond of Lady Lucy. Maybe she could get some information about how the friendship was progressing. Maybe she could set

  Lady Lucy’s mind at rest about the ridiculous habits of her brother. But she had even more important matters on her mind as she poured the tea and proffered some egg sandwiches.




  ‘I’m thinking of changing the curtains in here, Lady Lucy. Pembridge says I can spend a couple of hundred pounds or so. Patterned or plain, do you think?’




  ‘They’ve got some beautiful fabrics in Liberty’s just now,’ said Lady Lucy, aware that curtains can be a difficult and troublesome question.




  ‘I’ve got a man from Liberty’s coming round tomorrow morning,’ said Lady Rosalind. ‘He’s going to bring a whole book of things with him. He tried to interest

  me in some Japanese designs. He said they were the coming thing. Have you seen these Japanese designs, Lady Lucy?’




  ‘I have seen some of them. And they are very pretty. Very peaceful, I think. What does Lord Pembridge think about it all?’




  ‘Pembridge!’ Lady Rosalind laughed a sardonic laugh. ‘Pembridge wouldn’t notice if his curtains were made in Tokyo or Timbuctoo. He really wouldn’t.’ She

  shook her head sadly at the lack of interest of the other half of the human race in things of beauty. Her mind jumped sideways, to her brother. ‘Have you heard from Francis at all, Lady

  Lucy?’




  ‘I had a note from him. In fact I have had a couple of notes from him.’ Lady Lucy smiled a private smile to herself. ‘He’s somewhere in Norfolk. He didn’t tell me

  where. He said it had to do with his work and was very difficult.’




  ‘That’s so like him.’ Lady Rosalind poured some more tea. The lamps were being lit in the great square outside. ‘When we first lived in London years ago, before we were

  married,’ she looked as if it was hard to remember the time before she was married, ‘Francis used to take us to balls and things, the three of us girls. I suppose he was doing his duty.

  But even then you’d look round sometimes for a spare man, to fill in a gap on your card, or to take you in to supper, and Francis would have disappeared! Vanished into thin air! He always

  came back before the end of course to take us home. But it was so irritating. Eleanor, my youngest sister, once hit him over the head with her bag on the way home.’




  ‘Is he a good dancer? Francis, I mean. When he’s actually there.’ Lady Lucy had a sudden vision of herself and Francis floating round one of the great ballrooms of London, not

  talking, their eyes waltzing into the future.




  ‘Well, he is, since you mention it. He’s very good. But you’re never quite sure if his mind is with you. The feet are fine, the brain may have wandered off somewhere

  else.’




  Lady Lucy smiled. She could see it all.




  ‘You might think,’ Lady Rosalind went on, warming to the character assassination of her brother, ‘it would have stopped once we were all married and he didn’t have to go

  to these balls and things. The disappearing Francis, that is. But no. It went on. It still does. Have you met his great friend Lord Rosebery?’




  Lady Lucy said she had met him at her brother’s house years ago.




  ‘When Rosebery was Foreign Secretary, a couple of years back, he invited Francis to some very important dinner at the Foreign Office. Ambassadors, one or two other Foreign Secretaries,

  those kind of people. I think there was some big conference on in London. All goes well until the pudding. Francis sits in his seat, makes polite conversation, doesn’t spill anything on the

  floor. Then one of the waiters brings him a note with the crème brûlée. Rosebery said it was a particularly fine crème brûlée, much better than you get in

  Paris. Francis reads this note. And then he just disappears. He vanishes through the kitchens. The German Ambassador, Count Von somebody or other, finds himself talking to an empty chair. The wife

  of the French Foreign Secretary from the Quai d’Orsay is addressing her remarks to a crumpled napkin. There is a gap in the glittering party, as if a tooth has just fallen out. Francis has

  disappeared into the night. Even Rosebery was quite cross about that.’




  Lady Lucy laughed. She felt Francis must have had a very good reason for disappearing. But she wasn’t sure she should say so.




  There was a tentative knock at the door.




  ‘Who can that be at this hour?’ Lady Rosalind looked peeved. ‘Pembridge never comes back this early.’




  The knocking continued.




  ‘Come in!’ called Lady Rosalind.




  A nervous small boy poked a tousled head round the door. William Pembridge, eight years old, had been chosen by his brothers to lead this deputation to the terrifying world of the downstairs

  drawing-room.




  ‘William, what are you doing here?’ The voice was kind, but firm.




  ‘It’s the battle, Mama. We don’t know what happens next.’




  ‘Battle? What battle, William? Are you three fighting up there again?’




  ‘No, Mama, we’re not fighting.’ William looked weary, exhausted perhaps by his mission to the lower floors. ‘We don’t know what happens next. At Waterloo. On that

  big board game. The one Uncle Francis gave us, the one with the soldiers.’




  ‘Here we go again. Here we go again. Francis, Francis.’ Lady Rosalind sighed in exasperation, as if brothers were even more troublesome than sons. ‘Francis, Lady Lucy, very

  kindly bought the boys this big board thing for Christmas. It’s a huge model of the site of Waterloo with soldiers and toy farms and all sorts of things. The four of them used to play with it

  happily for hours up there. Four little boys together. Then Francis disappears in the middle of the early stages of the battle and rushes off with Lord Rosebery into the night. Now the boys are

  upset. What seems to be the trouble, William?’




  ‘We don’t know what happens now. After the farm at Hoggymut. Do you know, Mama?’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, William. Of course I don’t. I don’t think your father knows either. You’ll just have to wait until Uncle Francis comes back.’




  William looked very sad. He would have to report failure to his brothers. They were so looking forward to the next part of the battle. ‘But Uncle Francis may not come back for a bit. You

  said he’d disappeared.’




  ‘You know what your uncle is like as well as I do, William.’




  ‘Maybe I can help.’




  William looked doubtfully at the slim elegant figure of Lady Lucy. Girls didn’t know about battles and important things like that.




  ‘You see, I know quite a lot about Waterloo. My grandfather fought there. He was with the cavalry. He used to tell us about it when we were little. And when we were bigger, come to

  that.’




  ‘The finest day of my life, the proudest moment of my whole career,’ the old General used to say in his last years, looking into the fire with his nearly blind eyes. ‘What a

  day! What a charge!’




  ‘Lady Lucy has far better things to do than go upstairs with you and play toy soldiers, William. Back you go upstairs. Off you go now.’




  ‘Please, Mama. Couldn’t Lady Lucy come up for a minute? It would make a big difference.’




  ‘Of course I’ll come up. I’d be delighted to help out, if I can.’ Lady Lucy assured Lady Rosalind that it was no trouble at all. As William opened the door of the

  drawing-room his two brothers nearly fell in. They had been listening at the keyhole.




  ‘I’m Patrick,’ said the middle brother. ‘I’m the drummer boy who leads the French Army when they charge.’




  ‘And I’m Alexander,’ said the smallest one. ‘I’ve got the bugle. I blow when the Duke of Wellington says so.’




  They looked up at Lady Lucy with hope in their eyes.




  ‘Now then,’ said Lady Lucy, surveying the battlefield on the top floor. ‘The attack on the farm at Hougoumont has failed, I see.’




  She explained about the British cavalry charge down the slope, the horses galloping ever faster, galloping to disaster as the French decimated them in the valley below. She wondered if any of

  these model horsemen had been based on her grandfather. She explained about the advance of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard up the slope, led by Marshal Ney, spurred on by the relentless beat of the

  drummer boys. She explained how the British waited for the enemy, lying behind the slope, waiting for a corps that had never been defeated in twenty years of warfare.




  Down below in her drawing-room Lady Rosalind had an image of Francis and Lucy living in a large house. The top floor was a whole series of huge boards. Battles, soldiers, guns, drums were laid

  out across the attics.




  Malplaquet, she thought. Blenheim. Oudenaard. She stopped.




  She couldn’t remember any more battles.




  





  9




  

    

      The Times, Monday, 11th January 1892


      The Influenza


      Illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale




      

        We regret to announce that the Duke of Clarence and Avondale, who is with the Prince and Princess of Wales at Sandringham, is suffering from a severe attack of influenza,

        accompanied by pneumonia. A telegram last evening from Sandringham states that his Royal Highness’ strength is well maintained. Dr Laking has been at Sandringham since Saturday. All the

        Duke’s engagements have, of course, for the present, been cancelled.


      


    


  




  ‘You must have seen lots of dead bodies, Lord Powerscourt?’ Lord Henry Lancaster was the man who had found the body of Prince Eddy. He was the younger son of the

  Duke of Dorset, twenty-five years old, tall and very slim, his fair hair blowing in the stiff North Sea wind. Powerscourt had taken him right away from Sandringham House to walk in the dunes and

  the sand beyond Hunstanton, a few miles up the coast.




  ‘I mean, I’ve seen a few,’ he went on, as if not wanting to seem a complete innocent in such matters, ‘but you must have seen lots and lots.’




  Powerscourt looked at him with a sudden rush of sympathy. He had thought of this interview as an interrogation in his mind; he had rehearsed in his analytical way the various avenues he would

  explore, the points where the evasions would most likely come, the lies he might be told. Now he saw that it was not the mind of the historian that was called for, but the empathy of a father.

  Well, his period of fatherhood had been brief, but he had served a long and often painful apprenticeship as an elder brother.




  ‘Well, I saw quite a few in India in some of those Afghan wars and things, you know. It’s always all right in the heat of battle when the blood is pumping through your veins. If

  it’s going well, you think you’re immortal, that you can’t be killed that day. It’s only afterwards that men grow sad when they think of their fallen comrades. Like Byron in

  Childe Harold where he talked of




  

    

      

        “the unreturning brave, – alas!




        Ere evening to be trodden like the grass




        Which now beneath them, but above shall grow




        In its next verdure, when this fiery mass




        Of living valour, rolling on the foe




        And burning with high hope, shall moulder cold and low.”


      


    


  




  ‘I had to recite that in front of the whole school when I was twelve years old,’ said Lancaster. ‘I can still remember it word for word.’




  ‘Of course,’ said Powerscourt. ‘You would remember something like that.’




  They had crossed the dunes and were walking along the shore, an angry sea stretching its dark grey lines towards a faint horizon. Now, thought Powerscourt, now was the time to begin his

  questions.




  ‘What was it like when you found him?’ he said, throwing an idle stone far out into the waves. The stone was ice cold on his hand.




  ‘It was terrible, terrible.’ The young man shuddered as if trying to recover something he wanted to forget. ‘There was the smell.’ He trembled slightly. ‘It was

  thick, very thick so that it was almost hard to breathe and strong like some terrible perfume of the dead.’ He paused. Powerscourt said nothing. He waited.




  ‘Then there was the blood. They tell you it’s red. This wasn’t just red. It was black in places and where it was still dripping from his wrists it was this unbelievably bright

  red, as if it had been polished. There was a huge puddle of it over by the window.’




  ‘The army doctors will be able to tell us quite soon when he died. They were examining the body last night when everybody had gone to bed. You see, I don’t know why, I think he may

  have been killed first and then those other cuts made which caused all the blood.’




  Even as he spoke Powerscourt regretted what he said. It was not for him in these circumstances to show off his clever theories. The special forces may have searched the roof and the grounds,

  they may have been conducting inquiries near and far about mysterious strangers in the area, the Prince of Wales may have been convinced that the murderer was some foreign fiend, some Russian or

  Irish fanatic in the pay of Her Majesty’s enemies. Powerscourt was virtually certain that the murderer had slept between clean sheets in a clean bed as a guest in Sandringham House before

  venturing up the stairs to slaughter Prince Eddy. And here he was, confiding his innermost thoughts to a man who must be one of the main suspects in the affair. How stupid! He cursed himself for

  his folly.




  ‘But tell me,’ Powerscourt hurried on, trying to conceal the import of what he had just said, ‘was he lying on his back when you saw him?’




  ‘He was. And, you know, I’ve been trying to get this out of my mind ever since, but he had a sort of silly grin on his face even with his throat cut like that. You’ve seen the

  body, I presume?’




  ‘Yes, I have,’ said Powerscourt, ‘and I’m afraid that is rather a good description of it. Was the window open when you saw it?’




  ‘Yes, it was, but the breeze wasn’t enough to get rid of the smell.’




  ‘What else did you notice?’




  ‘Well, I’m afraid I’m not trained in these matters . . .’ His voice trailed away. The roaring of the wind and the crashing of the waves meant that the two men were almost

  shouting at each other. Their words were being carried away over their shoulders to be lost over the dark expanse of the North Sea.




  ‘I mean anything apart from the dead man, was there anything unusual about the furniture or the clothes or anything?’ Powerscourt was leaning close to Lancaster as he spoke.




  ‘I don’t think so.’ The young man sounded doubtful. The wind got up suddenly and a small wall of howling sand battered their eyes and faces. It would, felt Powerscourt, be the

  perfect cover for somebody with something to hide. Was this the moment for the lie?




  ‘You didn’t tidy anything away, or clear something up off the floor?’




  ‘How did you know, how did you know?’ Lancaster spoke very softly, and as he looked at Powerscourt, there was a terrible supplication in his eyes. Powerscourt was to wonder for weeks

  afterwards what it meant. For the moment, he remained silent. ‘There was a picture on the floor. It had been smashed into little tiny pieces. It must have taken a great deal of force to do

  it. It looked as if the murderer had swivelled the heel of his boot on the glass and the picture over and over again. It was as if there was as much hatred going into that as had gone into the

  murder itself.’




  ‘And could you tell whose picture it was?’ Powerscourt spoke slowly now.




  ‘Oh yes, you see that’s what must have made the murderer so cross, the fact that the image wouldn’t be reduced to a pulp. It was Prince Eddy’s fiancée, Princess

  May of Teck.’




  ‘And what did you do with the pieces?’




  ‘I – I tried to pick them all up,’ said Lancaster, his slim frame swaying in the wind. ‘I put them in my pocket and when everybody was busy, I took them into Sandringham

  Woods and threw them on to a pile of rubbish. Look here, you do believe me, don’t you?’




  Powerscourt had no idea who to believe any more. But after his earlier mistake, he knew what he had to do. ‘Of course I believe you, Lord Lancaster.’ He put his arm round the young

  man. ‘Of course I do.’




  As they drove back to Sandringham House Powerscourt asked about the other equerries and the pattern of their duties.




  ‘Ever since he became ill on his birthday there were six of us on duty round the clock, four hours at a time. On the day he died, I remember saying goodnight to him and then I was on duty

  from three to seven. There were nurses on duty on the same pattern but they had a different sitting-room to us.’




  ‘So when you came on duty at three, what were you told?’




  ‘The nurse told me Prince Eddy was sleeping and was not to be disturbed. It was only in the morning that I looked in to see if he wanted any breakfast or any cold drinks. That influenza

  makes people very thirsty.’




  ‘And who were the other equerries?’




  ‘Well, there was Harry Radclyffe, Charles Peveril, William Brockham, Lord Edward Gresham, Frederick Mortimer.’




  ‘And who was on duty just before you?’




  ‘That was Harry Radclyffe. The nurse said he’d gone off to bed when she told me Eddy was asleep.’




  ‘I see,’ said Powerscourt. ‘I think I may need to ask you some more questions later on, if you don’t mind.’




  ‘Not at all.’ Lancaster sounded relieved that the interrogation was over.




  As they drove round the bend and in through the Norwich Gates, another of Shepstone’s bulletins had already appeared on the railings.




  

    

      

        Sandringham, Monday evening.




        The illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale continues to pursue a somewhat severe course, but His Royal Highness’ condition and strength are full.




             Bartle Shepstone, Comptroller of the Household


      


    


  




  A small crowd had gathered outside, including one or two men who were dressed for London, not for Norfolk. They had sharp inquisitive faces and were already asking questions of

  the local people.




  Newspapermen, thought Powerscourt. They’re here already.




  ‘I am so sorry, Lord Powerscourt, that we should meet in such melancholy circumstances.’ Major Edwin Dawnay, officer commanding the bizarre collection of soldiery

  summoned by Sir Bartle Shepstone, was walking away from the front door of Sandringham House. ‘I have heard so much about your work in India.’




  ‘You are too kind, Major Dawnay, too kind. And the circumstances are indeed melancholy, if not macabre.’




  Powerscourt shuddered slightly as he thought of the murderer alone in Prince Eddy’s room with the bleeding corpse, searching for the photograph of Princess May, stamping on it in a fit of

  frenzy as he tried to reduce it to rubble, the blood already flowing freely from the dead man’s veins, the glass on the picture shattering into smaller and smaller pieces as the onslaught

  went on. The dead man had not been safe in there. Even the photographs of the living had to be slaughtered too. ‘Your men have been very busy this afternoon, I understand.’




  ‘Yes they have, and a pretty good fist they have made of things so far,’ Dawnay replied. ‘But come, Lord Powerscourt, there must be a reason why you have brought me away from

  the house.’




  ‘There is,’ said Powerscourt, pausing at the top of the great gravel drive. The light was fading fast now. The snow felt crunchy underfoot. Powerscourt drew the Major behind a hedge.

  A small creature of the Sandringham undergrowth shot out beneath their feet and disappeared into the white wastes beyond. ‘I would like to draw your attention to the roof, Major

  Dawnay.’




  ‘The roof?’ Dawnay wondered inwardly if the man was losing his wits. It was a perfectly normal roof, the Royal Standard of the Prince of Wales faintly visible from the flagpole.




  ‘Count five windows to the left of the main entrance. Go up one. That is the room in which the unfortunate Prince was murdered.’




  Dawnay counted the windows, still uncertain of the sanity of his companion. ‘You mean the window with the stone surround, rather than the normal red brick? With a little ornamental crest

  on top of it?’




  An early owl hooted far off in the distance. The bells of Dersingham church tolled the hour of five.




  ‘Just so,’ said Powerscourt. ‘Now it is my belief that the window was not fastened shut on the night of the murder. You may well ask why it was left like that in temperatures

  like these, but sufferers from influenza or whatever it was have been known to do strange things. I wonder if the murderer could have climbed over the roof, dropped down the side of the house,

  opened the window, murdered Prince Eddy, and escaped the way he came.’




  ‘God bless my soul!’ said Major Dawnay.




  ‘Let us walk round to the other side of the house and see where he might have started from. Do you have any good climbers in your party, Major?’




  We can clean up a dead body. We can set a bloodstained room to rights, thought Dawnay. Now this Irish peer wants to know if we are also trained as mountaineers or cat burglars.




  The two men were looking at the back of the house, where the light was slightly better. ‘I would draw your attention,’ Powerscourt pointed with one of those long fingers that had so

  fascinated Lady Lucy Hamilton, ‘to the second floor, just to the right of the flagpole. There are at least six windows along there. That is the general area that our mountaineer might have

  set out from.’




  ‘You mean the equerries’ quarters?’ Major Dawnay was aghast.




  ‘Major Dawnay, you and I are trained in the arts of discretion, of remaining silent and not telling what we know. It is, unfortunately, at the heart and core of our professional lives. It

  was because I knew that I could trust you absolutely that we are here.’ Powerscourt was whispering now as a couple of dim figures could be seen walking towards the main entrance. ‘Do

  you have any climbers?’




  This is not a man who is going to give up easily, thought Dawnay. If he ever gives up at all. He could sense a steely determination in his companion, concealed in company by the rattle of

  repartee or a languid charm.




  ‘As a matter of fact, we do. I think we have two. But I presume that for your purposes you only want one?’




  ‘Correct. Now, I think that it might be rather difficult to attempt the traverse from one of those rooms themselves.’




  Dawnay didn’t like to think of what might happen to any intruder, creeping through one of the equerries’ rooms in the small hours of the morning, only to vanish out of the window

  into the night and the roofs above. He doubted if they would get out alive.




  ‘But if we look further along this side of the house. Four or five windows along there is a small door, leading to the lawn. Do you have it? I think our climbing friend might start his

  expedition from there, don’t you? There seem to be lots of handholds and things. I don’t know if he would bring ropes and climbing gear like that?’




  ‘Ropes?’ Dawnay was thinking hard, his eyes measuring distances and elevations in the gloom. ‘It’s hardly the main face of the Matterhorn. But I should think ropes might

  be necessary, yes. But look here, Powerscourt, I am assuming that the person who may have climbed over the roof a couple of nights ago had time to do a certain amount of reconnaissance by day.

  He’d have wandered round the place, perhaps looking at the roof from a distance with a small telescope or something similar?’




  ‘I am sure that is the case,’ said Powerscourt. ‘Would you rather the scaling of Sandringham took place tomorrow night and not tonight? To give your man time to check out the

  task beforehand?’




  ‘I am sure that would be more realistic. We wouldn’t want to have to explain why one of my men died climbing the walls of Sandringham, would we, Lord Powerscourt?’ Dawnay was

  rubbing his hands together now to keep warm, the noise of his palms lost in the night air. ‘Shall we say two o’clock in the morning? And I presume that you do not wish me to mention

  this to a single living soul?’




  ‘Two o’clock would be excellent. And I fear that silence would be even better. And the silence must include everybody.’




  ‘Even Shepstone?’




  ‘Even Shepstone’. Powerscourt’s voice sounded very cold. Where does he go in his mind, Dawnay wondered as they trudged back to the main entrance, what ghastly journeys does his

  imagination take him on? For he could see now that the key to the whole investigation lay in Powerscourt’s head as he formed and reformed pieces of a blood-red jigsaw puzzle in his brain.




  

    

      The Times, Tuesday, 12th January 1892


      The Influenza


      The Illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale




      

        The announcement of the serious illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale caused universal regret yesterday, and this was shown by the large number of inquiries made at

        Sandringham House. In addition to personal inquiries, messages were received to such an extent as to tax to the utmost the powers of the private telegraph at Sandringham. With regard to the

        origin of the Duke’s illness, it is stated that after returning in Monday of last week from the funeral of Prince Victor of Hohenhoe, he did not feel well, but he went out shooting on

        Wednesday, and it is feared that he then aggravated his disposition. On Thursday he remained at Sandringham House all day, but the symptoms were not to be distinguished from an ordinary cold.

        He was worse on Friday and indeed felt so unwell that he did not leave his room and was not present at the birthday dinner given in his honour. On Saturday it was deemed necessary to call in

        the advice of Dr Laking, who, with Dr Broadbent, had been in attendance during the serious illness of Prince George of Wales. Throughout the whole of Saturday and Sunday the Duke suffered

        considerably from a severe attack of influenza, accompanied by pneumonia, but the doctors were able to report that his strength was ‘well maintained’.


      


    


  




  ‘Foreigners, bloody foreigners!’ Lord Johnny Fitzgerald was lying once more on the sofa in the sitting-room at King’s Lynn. Powerscourt noted that he had two

  large tankards of beer waiting patiently by his right hand. William McKenzie had a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits.




  ‘We’re all bloody foreigners round here,’ Fitzgerald went on, in pained tones. ‘I’m a bloody foreigner. You’re a bloody foreigner, Francis. William’s a

  bloody foreigner. In this part of the world you’re a foreigner if you come from Peterborough, for God’s sake. They look at you all the time. They stare at you as though you had two

  heads. If you buy something in a shop the rest of the natives all fall silent in case you’re an enemy agent.’




  ‘It must have its advantages, surely,’ Powerscourt laughed. ‘If we are all marked men, then other strangers must have been spotted here before us.’




  ‘Indeed they have.’ Lord Johnny took a refreshingly large gulp of beer and wiped the foam from his chin. ‘Which brings me to my report.’ He lay back on the sofa and gazed

  at the ceiling. A large spider had escaped the attentions of the parlourmaids and was preparing an elaborate mesh for its victims. ‘Russians first. Those servants at Sandringham were right.

  There has been a party of Russians in the neighbourhood. But I’m sorry to have to report that they are extremely respectable Russians.’ Fitzgerald sounded as though he had difficulty in

  grasping the possibility of Russians being respectable.




  ‘There are six of them,’ he went on. It’s the same as the equerries, thought Powerscourt suddenly. Six of the best. Six good men and true. Half a dozen. Half a jury.




  ‘They come from St Petersburg,’ Fitzgerald went on, ‘from some Institute of Science and Technology at the university there. They’re led by a certain Professor Ivan

  Romitsev. His two assistants are called Dimitry Vatutin and Nikolai Dekanozov. Didn’t I do well remembering that lot?’ He looked around for applause and wonderment.




  ‘The other three gentlemen – please don’t ask me to remember their bloody names but I do have them written down somewhere – are technicians. All of this little band are

  concerned with advanced forms of printing. They are trying to modernize the facilities in some great industrial complex at a place called Vyborg in St Petersburg. They came by sea. They went to a

  big new plant at Peterborough to look at the new machines they have there, which were, I believe, imported from America. They are on their way to see more printing machines in Colchester and in

  London.’




  ‘How come they were spotted in Sandringham, Johnny?’




  ‘I’m coming to that. Will you let me finish my report now?’ In protest at the interruption, Lord Johnny took another giant’s mouthful of his beer.




  ‘They are all loyal subjects of the Czar, this lot. They planned their journey so they could have a look at Sandringham on their travels. Isn’t the Czar’s wife, Mrs Czar or

  whatever they call her, isn’t she related to Alexandra up at the big house? Once they heard there was a royal palace, as they thought, in the neighbourhood, they had to go and see it. I think

  these Russians expected some enormous structure like those huge palaces and things they have in St Petersburg. Summer Palaces. Winter Palaces. Do they have Spring and Autumn Palaces too? Maybe

  Sandringham was the British Winter Palace. If you’re a Russian, that is.




  ‘I have to tell you, Francis,’ Johnny laughed as he remembered his Russians, ‘they were very disappointed when they saw Sandringham. That isn’t a palace, they said as

  their carriage brought them up to the main gates to have a look. It’s far too small. It’s more like a big dacha, a sort of summer house in the country. I don’t suppose you’d

  better include that in your report to the Private Secretary and the Comptroller General of the Household, Francis. Not a palace at all. Far too small.’




  ‘Could you imagine, Johnny, in your wildest dreams that any of these gentlemen from the Institute of Science and Technology could be a secret agent, a revolutionary? Looking at printing

  machines by day, devouring anarchists’ manuals by night?’




  ‘No. Absolutely not. I got very drunk with these Russians the other evening. That is to say, they got very drunk, I got a little bit drunk. And I think they are as innocent as our own

  printers over there in Peterborough.




  ‘There are also some Irish in the neighbourhood.’ Lord Johnny continued his report. ‘And I don’t mean you and I, Francis. There are five Irish in a party of workmen

  extending the telegraph lines north and west of Sandringham.’




  Telegraph lines, thought Powerscourt. In his lifetime he had seen the steady advance of these wooden posts across the length and breadth of Britain, like some enormous army being dressed across

  the parade ground of a nation, linked not by arm to shoulder, but by roll upon roll of wire. ‘Be not afraid,’ he thought with Prospero, ‘the isle is full of noises’.

  Messages of joy and despair were whispered along the uncomprehending cables. Births, marriages, deaths. He wondered if his brother-in-law the canny Mr William Burke had investments in telegraph

  pole companies or wire manufactories. Almost certainly he had. There were other inventions, stranger still. Voices, human voices, being carried down the lines. New vehicles that relied not on

  horses but on engines for power. Some brave new world – he went back to Miranda in The Tempest – is being born at the end of our century. No more the Age of Reason. No more the

  Age of Enlightenment. Welcome to the Age of the Machines.




  ‘Francis, hello-oh, hello-oh. Are you there?’ Lord Johnny had known Powerscourt for so long he had grown accustomed to these temporary leaves of absence. Compassionate leave, he

  always thought. The poor bugger’s brain has run away with him again.




  ‘Of course, of course.’ Powerscourt wondered if he shouldn’t join William McKenzie in a pot of tea. ‘The Irish, you were saying.’




  ‘I have talked to them too, of course. And I’ve got their names. They all play for the same cricket team in Skibereen. Can cricketers be revolutionaries, do you think?’




  ‘Charles Stewart Parnell,’ said Powerscourt, ‘God rest his soul, was the captain of the County Wicklow cricket team. But I don’t suppose he’d be classed as a

  revolutionary, do you think?’




  ‘Not quite, not quite.’ Fitzgerald started on his second tankard of beer. ‘Anyway, I don’t think any of these characters is our man. They work so bloody hard on those

  poles, drive them into the ground, make them straight, up you go to fix the wire on top, next one, please, hurry up there, – those foremen are slave drivers, I tell you – that they

  wouldn’t have the energy left to wander round the countryside in the middle of the night with a butcher’s knife in their pocket.’




  ‘That’s a clean bill of health for the Russians and the Irish, then.’ Powerscourt didn’t sound surprised. ‘You have done well, Johnny, you must have been working

  very hard. I am very grateful to you, as always.’




  ‘I have to tell you that I shall always be a welcome guest at the Institute of Science and Technology in St Petersburg.’ Johnny Fitzgerald was laughing now. ‘And at the humble

  home of the good Professor what’s his name. They promised to take me on a tour of the Russian vodka factories when I come to call. Anyone care to join me?’




  McKenzie shuddered at the thought.




  ‘William.’ Powerscourt turned to his Calvinist tea drinker. ‘Have you been able to find anything out in the dreadful snow?’




  ‘Yes and no, Lord Francis. Yes, in this sense. I have been all around the grounds of Sandringham House. The snow makes it very difficult to come to firm conclusions. I do not think anybody

  has been trying to get in or out, by unorthodox means, if you see what I mean. They could have always used the front door. That’s a bit of a yes. The no is that I cannot be sure, sir. I would

  like to have a day or two more to work on it. I have an appointment with some poachers later this evening. They may have more intelligence.’




  ‘I would like you to join me tomorrow morning at the big house, William. I will meet you at the main entrance by the Norwich Gates at, shall we say, ten o’clock? I have asked one of

  the military gentlemen to see if it is possible to climb over the roof at Sandringham and gain entrance to the death chamber on the other side. This man is an experienced mountaineer, they tell me,

  but I would welcome a second opinion.’




  ‘Ropes, naval ropes,’ said McKenzie, ‘they used to have things that could catch on to anything, other ships, fortifications, battlements, that sort of stuff. And they keep

  inventing more equipment on the Continent for those daft people who go climbing in the Alps.’
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      The Times, Wednesday, 13th January 1892


      The Illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale




      Expressions of sympathy with the Prince and Princess of Wales and hopes for the speedy recovery of their son continued to pour in to Sandringham yesterday from all parts of

      the country in the shape of letters and telegrams, while at the gates and lodges of Sandringham Park the number of personal calls from people residing in the neighbourhood was also very great

      indeed. The first bulletin, posted at the gates of Sandringham House, was as follows.




      

        Sandringham, Norfolk, Jan 12. 10.30 a.m.


      




      With regard to the illness of the Duke of Clarence and Avondale, the inflammation of the lungs is pursuing its course, and the strength is well maintained, but no

      improvement can yet be reported in His Royal Highness’ condition.




      W. H. Broadbent MD




      F. H. Laking MD


    


  




  Powerscourt always remembered questioning the five other equerries as an exercise in futility. He met with a brick wall of good manners, perfectly plastered with the soft easy

  charm of the upper classes. One by one, walking in the grounds, or in the drawing-room of Suter’s meetings, he talked to them as they came off their roll call of sentry duty on the upper

  floor.




  His questions were always the same. So were the answers.




  Had they seen anything unusual on the night of the murder?




  No, they had not. Harry Radclyffe, Charles Peveril, William Brockham, Lord Edward Gresham and the Hon. Frederick Mortimer were unanimous.




  Had they had noticed anything unusual in the room where Eddy died if they had seen it?




  ‘Only a great deal of blood,’ the Old Etonian chorus replied.




  Had they heard any strange noises in the night, either inside or outside the house?




  No, they had not. Except for Lord Edward Gresham who thought he had heard a horse riding away from the house towards the woods sometime in the night. No, he was afraid he could not be more

  specific about the time.




  Could they think of any reason why somebody might want to take Prince Eddy’s life?




  No, they could not. It was an outrage. It was a scandal. When the murderer was caught they would all be quite happy to wring his neck.




  Did they know of anything in Prince Eddy’s life which might have made him enemies?




  ‘Absolutely not,’ the equerry chorus replied. Eddy had been a jolly fine fellow. Not too quick on the uptake at times, but there was nothing wrong with that. Never too good at

  grasping the rules of the military, but nothing wrong with that either.




  Had any of them ever heard Eddy talk of somebody who wished him harm, who wanted to injure him in some way?




  No, they had not.




  ‘If you remember anything, anything at all, that you think might help unmask his killer, will you please get in touch with me at once. At once, wherever you may be.’




  All solemnly assured Powerscourt that of course they would do that. Absolutely. No question of it. Jolly important to find out the truth.




  And as he reviewed his interviews Powerscourt thought he had gained one tiny scrap of information, the horse in the night. That was all. For the rest he had been wasting his time. Whether they

  had all agreed on a common line beforehand he did not know. But they had certainly come across with one. And of one thing Powerscourt was virtually certain. One of them was lying. Maybe, he thought

  in his darker moments, maybe all of them were lying.




  Powerscourt stopped counting when he reached fifty-two. He ran his eyes over the rest of the crowd assembled outside the Norwich Gates at five to ten on a cold January

  morning. Seventy, maybe eighty souls, he said to himself, have gathered here, the snow still falling lightly, dusting the elaborate filigree of the metalwork on top of the gates. For what? A

  glimpse of some royal personage on the far side of the great wrought-iron structure? A sight of Sir Bartle Shepstone, or one of his auxiliaries, pinning the latest bulletin about the health of

  Prince Eddy to the railings? Or were they really ghouls, hoping to be the first to see the announcement of a royal death?




  ‘Good morning, Lord Francis.’




  William McKenzie had appeared suddenly by his side. He had not, as far as Powerscourt could tell, come through the gates themselves.




  ‘Good morning William. Where on earth did you come from?’




  ‘Oh, I have my own ways in and out of here by now, Lord Francis. I always feel it’s best to remain inconspicuous.’




  ‘Indeed, indeed. Come, we must make our meeting with Major Dawnay and his climbing friend. I think he is called Bateman.’




  ‘Lord Fitzgerald asked me to bring you these.’ William McKenzie fished in one of his many and voluminous pockets, and produced Lord Johnny’s Prussian glasses. ‘He says

  you could read the maker’s name on the slates on the roof with them.’




  Three soldiers on horseback trotted slowly past them as they made their way up the drive, the horses’ breath hanging long and slow in the cold Norfolk air.




  ‘Lord Powerscourt! You, sir, must be William McKenzie. Good morning to you both!’ Major Dawnay had the cheerfulness and good temper of a man who has just escaped from the overheated

  interior of Sandringham House. ‘And this is Corporal Bateman, gentlemen. He tells me he passed a most interesting night!’




  Dawnay led the way round the path, scarcely visible in the snow, to a position some two hundred yards from the back of Sandringham House. Powerscourt raised his glasses and passed them over to

  Dawnay.




  ‘I should not think these came from this country,’ said Dawnay appreciatively, as if British manufactures were of inferior stock. ‘These are German, I fancy.’




  ‘Sir, sirs,’ Corporal Bateman seemed unsure as to whether he should address his superior officers in the singular or plural, ‘my brief was to see if it was possible to climb

  from one side of the house to the other in the snow. The particular windows to which I was referred’ – he’s beginning to sound like a policeman making his report, thought

  Powerscourt – ‘were those six just to the right of the flagpole, if you would like to cast your glasses there. Access to those windows being denied, I was then asked to see if I could

  effect the passage from a standing start, as it were, on the ground by those flowerbeds to the right.’




  How Bateman could tell there were flowerbeds there at all, Powerscourt never knew. The snow wrapped up every living thing.




  ‘Well, gentlemen, I have to tell you that I had some special equipment sent up here when I heard of this mission. But it is all equipment that can be readily purchased at reputable stores

  in London and the big cities, special ropes with these little grappling hooks at the end.’ He took a coiled piece of rope from his pocket.




  ‘It’s like a cross between a grappling hook and a rope ladder, is it not?’ McKenzie had come to the aid of his fellow mountaineer.




  ‘It is exactly that, Mr McKenzie. Exactly. You throw it up, it catches on a roof or a chimney, and up the rope ladder you go. I have to tell you, gentlemen,’ Bateman suddenly looked

  around him in case the wrong ears might be listening, ‘that it is a simple matter to cross from one side of the house to the other. I made my ascent upwards from the flowerbeds you have

  noted. In various places on the roof – you can’t see them with this snow’, Dawnay was fiddling with the range controls on the Prussian glasses – ‘there are little

  ladders. Quite new, they are. I imagine they were installed after the recent fire to enable people to escape.




  ‘Some five minutes after my departure’ – the man is sounding like a train timetable now, thought Powerscourt – ‘I was outside the window of the late Prince Eddy. I

  could have walked in and murdered him, gentlemen. If he had been there, that is.’




  Corporal Bateman paused. This was becoming one of the longest speeches of his life. And to two superior officers, one of them a lord.




  ‘It only took me another five minutes to return to the flowerbeds where I started. Half an hour after that, there was not a trace of my activities on either side the roof. I looked most

  carefully, then and in the morning. The snow covered everything like a blanket.’




  ‘Well done, Corporal! Well done, indeed.’ Major Edwin Dawnay was proud of his man.




  ‘Tell me,’ said Powerscourt, ‘did you find anything while you were up there? Anything unusual?’




  ‘Funny you should mention that, Your Lordship. I don’t know how long it had been there, or if it means anything to you gentlemen. But I found this.’ He paused to rummage in his

  pockets, which were, Powerscourt noted with interest, even more capacious than those of William McKenzie. He drew out a small piece of rope ladder with one of the grappling hooks at the top

  missing. It was only two inches long, but its purpose was very clear.




  Bateman and McKenzie disappeared into a private conversation of their own about makes of rope ladder, strength of line, chances of fracture.




  ‘Do you think the murderer left this up there, Powerscourt?’ Dawnay sounded alarmed, as if the murderer had suddenly taken shape and was liable to emerge at any moment from

  Sandringham Woods or peer down at them from the rooftops above.




  ‘It’s perfectly possible,’ said Powerscourt. ‘Then again, the fire brigade might have used those things when they were putting in the ladders.’




  My God, he plays it very close to his chest, thought Dawnay. Pound to a penny Powerscourt or one of his friends will be round to the local fire brigade within the next twenty-four hours asking

  about bits of rope ladder left on the roof.




  But Powerscourt hadn’t finished yet. Not by any means. He was coming to what was, for him, the most important question of all.




  ‘Tell me, Dawnay,’ he said nonchalantly, as though it were a mere trifle, ‘did anybody in the house hear anything? Anything at all?’




  ‘Of our friend Bateman’s activities, do you mean? That’s the curious thing, Powerscourt. Nobody heard a thing. Not even the dogs barked during the night.’




  ‘Nobody heard a thing?’ Powerscourt looked very thoughtful indeed. ‘How very interesting.’




  Powerscourt was sleeping heavily. There was the light touch of a hand on his shoulder. He turned. There was an urgent whisper in his ear.




  ‘Lord Francis. Lord Francis.’




  Powerscourt wondered if some strange new dream had come to haunt him, the hand on his shoulder shaking, shaking, shaking.




  ‘Lord Francis. Please wake up. Please wake up. Please.’




  With a groan, Powerscourt suddenly shot up in his bed. ‘William, what on earth are you doing here? What time is it, for God’s sake?’




  ‘I will tell you all outside,’ whispered William McKenzie. ‘You must get dressed at once and come with me. Don’t put your boots on till we get away from the

  house.’




  With his boots in his left hand, Powerscourt tiptoed out of his room, down a corridor he had never seen and down stairs he had never climbed. How had William McKenzie, his trusty tracker, found

  him in the dark? What was going on now? Where was he taking him?




  They passed out of a small door at the side of the house. Powerscourt put his boots on and followed McKenzie out into the night. Their feet crunched heavily on the snow. The sound was magnified

  as they passed between a clump of trees. Surely somebody in the house must have heard them, thought Powerscourt, looking back in alarm. They sounded like the Blues and Royals changing the

  guard.




  ‘William, please tell me what’s going on.’ Even a whisper sounded like a sergeant major on the parade ground.




  ‘There’s another body, my lord. I found it an hour ago when I was having a wee patrol round the grounds. I met one of Major Dawnay’s men doing the same thing. The Major is

  there now. It’s about a mile from here.’




  Admirably succinct, thought Powerscourt. Another body. God in heaven. When would it stop?




  The cold seemed to start at the ears. Then it made an orderly progression downwards, tip of nose, lips, hands, fingers, toes. Those were the first bits that fell off the Athenians in the great

  plague in Thucydides, Powerscourt suddenly remembered, wishing he could keep his memories in better order. A different sort of plague seemed to have struck the coast of Norfolk. Two bodies in four

  days were enough for a tennis match in hell or heaven.




  They were deep in the forest now. McKenzie moved so silently that at times Powerscourt thought he had lost him. Perhaps, he thought, this is the darkest hour before the dawn. And there really is

  a dawn chorus, he realised, as a ragged burst of birdsong broke through above the trees.




  ‘Nearly there.’ McKenzie was still whispering even though Sandringham House was over a mile behind.




  In a small clearing ahead, Major Dawnay had a torch of sorts that cast fantastic shadows on the trees.




  ‘Powerscourt, my dear Lord Powerscourt. Thank God you have come.’




  He turned his guttering candle to his left. The body of a man was lying on the ground. He was wearing the full dress uniform of the Coldstream Guards. He looked as though he had fallen over

  unexpectedly. The ground was covered with blood, and with bits of light grey and brown matter that Powerscourt presumed must have been his brains. The porridge-like material had also fallen all

  over his shoulder and made terrible stains on his epaulettes. Lord Henry Lancaster, the equerry who had found the body of Prince Eddy, had joined his master in death.




  ‘I think he shot himself through the head. Or somebody else shot him through the head. The doctor will be here presently. Do you think it is murder or suicide, Powerscourt?’




  ‘God knows. God knows.’ Suddenly Powerscourt wished he were at home in Rokesley, inspecting the sales catalogues of the great auction houses, or walking through his grounds.

  ‘We mustn’t move anything until the doctor comes. May I?’ He borrowed the makeshift torch from Major Dawnay and walked slowly around the body.




  ‘There’s no sign of anybody else coming this way, my lord.’ McKenzie, as ever, seemed able to read his thoughts. ‘I checked it all out before anyone else got here.

  There’s only one set of footprints in the snow. No traces of a horse. Unless somebody was swinging through the trees like some African ape, Lord Lancaster was the only person to come

  here.’




  It wasn’t surprising that he was the only person to come here. They were one or two hundred yards off the main road between Wolferton and Sandringham, a road designed to show off the size

  of his estate and the splendour of his grounds to the Prince of Wales’ visitors. Some estate, some sights to be shown to the new arrivals now, thought Powerscourt. One corpse, restored to

  some sort of life, was waiting in an upstairs attic. Another was lying awkwardly on the ground, the brains staining the dark Sandringham earth.




  There was another set of rustling, like animals moving through the trees. Two more faces peered up into the light of the torch.




  ‘Dr Spencer.’ Dawnay greeted his man. His guide, presumably McKenzie’s colleague on night patrol, was carrying a makeshift stretcher.




  ‘When bodies come, they come not single one, but in battalions.’ Dr Spencer prided himself on his knowledge of the classics. ‘Let me have this torch just now.’




  The doctor peered intently at the dead man’s head. He looked particularly closely at the right temple. He glanced distastefully at the ground. He handed a standard Colt pistol to Major

  Dawnay. ‘I can’t give you a proper opinion about anything much at present. No doubt you gentlemen will be wanting something to occupy your thoughts at a time like this. I think –

  but I will not be held to it until later – that the man killed himself. The gun to the right temple is quite a popular form of suicide these days.’




  Dr Spencer paused and looked around. Faint, very faint, from over the sea at Snettisham came the first intimations of dawn. ‘We must move the body. Now.’ The doctor spoke with all

  the authority of the medical profession, used to handling the living and the dead.




  ‘Great God, Powerscourt,’ Dawnay sounded more alarmed than Powerscourt had ever heard him, ‘where are we going to take the body? This morning, this morning of all mornings. In

  a few hours’ time, the Royal Family, the whole lot of them, are going to file into Eddy’s bedroom to say their last farewells. At nine o’clock Shepstone is going to post the

  notice on the Norwich Gates, saying that Prince Eddy is dead from the influenza. We can’t . . .’ His voice trailed away as he thought of the horror of it all. ‘We can’t have

  another body lying in the hallway or hidden in the drawing-room while Death by Influenza is played out upstairs.’




  ‘Take him to Shepstone’s house. It’s not that far from here. We can keep him away from the main house for the time being.’ Powerscourt felt that the arrival of another

  corpse would bring on hysteria, or worse, in Sandringham House. You were welcome there when you were alive, he said mentally to Lancaster, now being loaded on to his temporary bier, you’re

  not wanted when you are dead. You’re too embarrassing. We’d rather not think about you today.




  There was a whispered dialogue between Powerscourt and Dawnay. McKenzie and his colleague had raised the temporary stretcher. As they marched slowly through the wood Powerscourt could hear the

  Dead March from Saul booming in his head. As the pall bearers passed over fallen branches their boots sounded like pistol shots in the dark.




  ‘Do you think he was murdered, Lord Francis?’ said Dawnay, walking through a dark glade.




  ‘There are a number of possibilities.’ Powerscourt was always amazed to find his analytical powers still operating, however bizarre the circumstances. ‘Possibility Number

  One,’ he groped for a frozen finger in the gloom, ‘is that the murderer of Prince Eddy decided to kill Lancaster too. For reasons unknown. Perhaps relating to the conversations the

  equerries must have had among each other after the death. Perhaps relating to the conversations they had with me. But I doubt it. William McKenzie was the best tracker of man or animal the British

  Army ever possessed. He tells me only one set of footsteps went to Lancaster’s last resting place. I believe him absolutely. So it may be suicide.




  ‘Possibility Number Two,’ he continued, noting with alarm that the stretcher ahead had nearly lost its load, ‘is that Lancaster was the murderer. He was, you will recall, the

  man on guard for most of the night Prince Eddy was killed. He had the time. He had ample opportunity. Overcome with remorse, he takes his own life. Our job is over. We know the murderer. We can all

  go home.’




  ‘Do you really believe that, Lord Francis?’ Dawnay sounded highly dubious about Possibility Number Two.




  ‘Possibility Number Three is that he killed himself because he knew too much. Maybe he knew who the murderer was. Maybe he couldn’t bear to tell us. Maybe he couldn’t bear to

  betray a friend.’




  The light was getting brighter now. Shepstone’s house suddenly loomed out of the faint morning mist.




  ‘How do you think we should get in? Ring the front door? Good morning, we’ve brought a corpse for breakfast. Have you got any porridge?’ Powerscourt felt flippancy spreading

  over him, like a disease.




  ‘I fancy we may have to rely on the talents of your friend McKenzie,’ said Dawnay, smiling despite himself at the thought of porridge. ‘If he can bring you out of the main

  house with only the vaguest idea of how to get in or out, a Shepstone burglary should be easy enough.’




  An hour and a half later, Sir Bartle Shepstone came downstairs in his best Paisley dressing-gown, a Christmas present from his sister some years before, to meet the most unusual collection of

  guests. One was obviously dead and was lying on the kitchen table, the blood on his face and jacket drying into strange patterns. Working round the body was Dr Spencer, talking to himself

  occasionally and writing frequent notes in a small black pocketbook. Powerscourt and Dawnay were drinking tea from his best china cups. There was a smell of burning toast in the air.




  ‘Sir Bartle,’ Powerscourt began after one moment of shock and silence, perhaps in tribute to the dead man, ‘may I apologise for our early arrival. Major Dawnay, you know. This

  is Dr Spencer whom I presume you also know. This was Lord Lancaster.’ He pointed to the kitchen table. ‘We found him in the forest a few hours ago. Dr Spencer is carrying out the normal

  medical inquiries at a time like this. We think he may have committed suicide.’




  Sir Bartle Shepstone gathered his dressing-gown around him and surveyed the field of battle.




  ‘Quite so, Lord Powerscourt, quite so. Good morning, gentlemen. I presume you have brought Lord Lancaster here because you felt the main house was out of bounds.’




  ‘On this of all days, we did,’ Powerscourt replied, wondering precisely how Shepstone had won his Victoria Cross. ‘Major Dawnay and I felt the house with all its sorrow was not

  the place for another cadaver.’




  ‘Quite so. Quite so,’ said Sir Bartle. ‘I think I shall get dressed now. Any chance of a cup of tea?’




  





  11




  Suter called them to attention in Sandringham House two hours later, Sir Bartle Shepstone looking completely unperturbed by the strange invasion of his house earlier that day,

  Dawnay looking elegant in a discreet tweed suit. Rosebery had reappeared from London in a dark blue pinstripe. A footman brought an envelope for Powerscourt, who stuffed it absent-mindedly into his

  pocket.




  Powerscourt was peering idly out of the great windows where rain, sometimes sleet, was washing away the snow of previous days. Occasional parcels of snow and ice from the roof were tumbling on

  to the Sandringham lawns. Some of the evidence might be washed away on the roof. The rest would melt on the grass.




  ‘I think we should begin with a short moment of silence for Lord Lancaster,’ said Suter at his most sanctimonious. ‘If he had not come to this house, from friendship and from

  duty, maybe death would not have called him away.’




  Suter bowed his head. Shepstone crossed himself slowly and mouthed what looked to Powerscourt like the Lord’s Prayer. Dawnay looked resolutely at the carpet, eyes open, lips not moving.

  Maybe he’s lost his faith, thought Powerscourt, fresh interest developing in the efficient Major. Rosebery looked impassive. Powerscourt himself scurried through the Nunc Dimittis.




  ‘I turn now to the arrangements for this morning.’ Suter returned to Private Secretary mode. ‘At 8.30 I propose to bring the members of the family into Prince Eddy’s

  room. This will be for what could be described as the last vigil. Those present will be described in their positions in tomorrow morning’s newspapers. All those involved have given their

  consent.’




  ‘I’m afraid that was my idea.’ Dawnay, the unbeliever, spoke apologetically. ‘For the lie to stick, I felt we had to conform as closely as possible to the events that

  would have occurred if the lie were true, if you see what I mean.’




  Sir Bartle came to his rescue, his white beard looking more than ever like that of some Old Testament prophet.




  ‘I am sure you are right, Dawnay.’ The prophet shall speak to the unbeliever, thought Powerscourt. ‘If Prince Eddy were really dying, all the members of the family would gather

  round his bed for his last hours. For the final vigil. I am not sure myself that I should wish to be surrounded by all the members of my family as I passed away, but there it is. That is

  undoubtedly what this family would do.’




  Private Secretary, Comptroller of the Household and the ubiquitous Major Dawnay departed to the chamber of death on the upper floor.




  ‘Charades, my dear Francis.’ Rosebery sounded weary. ‘They’re going to play charades upstairs over that poor boy’s last moments. This family are very good at them.

  They’re just going to have another round.’ Rosebery had taken up his favourite position, leaning on the mantelpiece, his legs crossed in front of the fire. ‘Charades are their

  life after all. Their whole existence is one long protracted game of charades. They spend their time dressing up, quite literally in the case of the Prince of Wales with his scores and scores of

  uniforms. Dressing up defines who you are. When you have on that uniform, be it Colonel of the Guards or the weeping widow in black, everybody knows what you are. Everybody knows who you are. So do

  you. As long as you enter the part with vigour, as they will, no doubt, this morning, all will be well. Royalty’s on parade, it’s time for charades – play up and play the

  game.




  ‘But come, Francis,’ Rosebery tore himself away from Royal Charades, ‘what does our postman friend bring you this morning? Is the death toll about to rise yet again?’




  Powerscourt suddenly remembered the letter in his pocket. It was simply addressed. Lord Francis Powerscourt, Sandringham House. Powerscourt opened the envelope carefully. The letter was written

  on Sandringham House notepaper.




  

    

      Dear Lord Powerscourt,




      By the time you read this, I shall be dead. I am sorry for all the trouble I am causing to my family and friends and to yourself.




      I am sure you will come to understand that I had no choice. I could do no other.




      Semper Fidelis.




      Lancaster


    


  




  Powerscourt read the letter twice and handed it to Rosebery. He could see in his mind the tall young man, hair blowing in the wind, walking alongside him on that blustery beach

  at Hunstanton two days before. He heard the cries of the gulls. He saw again the look of supplication in Lancaster’s eyes as he told him about the smashed picture on the floor. He imagined a

  solemn younger version of Lancaster – twelve years old, had he said? – reciting a section of Byron’s Childe Harold to his school. Lancaster himself had joined the ranks of

  those who would not come back:





  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                ‘the unreturning brave, – alas!


                Ere evening to be trodden like the grass.’


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘How tragic, how tragic,’ said Rosebery, handing the letter back to his friend.




  Upstairs, Sir Bartle Shepstone smoothed out his paper and began to read, in a firm steady voice.




  ‘“The Times, 15th January 1892. We have received from General Sir Bartle Shepstone, Comptroller and Treasurer of the Household, the following description of the Duke’s

  last hours and death:




  ‘“‘Sandringham, Norfolk, Thursday, 14th January 1892. After the issue of the evening report of the 13th relating to His Royal Highness the Duke of Clarence and Avondale there

  was a decided improvement in his condition, which continued up to 2 a.m. on the 14th, and a reassuring message was sent to the Queen at midnight. At 2 a.m.,”’ Shepstone paused in his

  reading to let the time sink in, ‘“serious collapse came on which threatened to be immediately fatal; and the members of the Royal Family were summoned to his bedside.”’




  ‘Semper Fidelis, Powerscourt, Semper Fidelis,’ repeated Rosebery. ‘Is that the motto of his family or of his regiment?’




  ‘It could be either,’ said Powerscourt, ‘but I don’t think he means it in quite that sense.’ He glanced again at the letter as if it might have more to say.

  ‘I suspect it means what it says. Forever Faithful, Always True, Always Loyal. But it could mean loyalty or faith to almost anybody, don’t you see? Did he mean faithful to Prince Eddy

  because he knew why he was killed and could not say? Did he know that dark secret in Eddy’s past which led to his bloody demise? Quite possibly he did. Then again, did it mean that he knew

  the dark secret and dared not speak of it through loyalty? Was he being faithful to the good name of the Royal Family? Was he being faithful to the nation, loyal to his country?




  ‘Or, look at it another way, Rosebery, did he know who the murderer was? Or what motive the murderer had for killing Eddy? Was he shielding his friend, the murderer? Semper Fidelis,

  Forever Faithful, always loyal to his friend?’




  ‘“‘The Reverend F. A. J. Hervey, domestic chaplain to the Prince of Wales, was therefore sent for, and read the prayers for the dying in the presence of the

  assembled family. His Royal Highness gradually sank, and expired peacefully about 9.10 a.m.’”’




  Outside the small window there were noises of manoeuvre on the gravel. A group of horsemen were practising with an empty gun carriage, the last bier for the dead man on his final journey from

  Sandringham, through the Norwich Gates, down to the royal station at Wolferton, on to Datchet station and the Chapel of St George at Windsor. At nine o’clock the royal party in Prince

  Eddy’s bedroom began their last separate prayers for the dead.




  ‘At present,’ Powerscourt looked both defiant and very determined to Rosebery, like one who has taken up a great challenge and will not let it go, ‘I do not

  know what Semper Fidelis meant when Lancaster wrote it. The minds of those about to commit suicide are seldom at their clearest. But I knew him slightly, I know his family slightly. Before this

  sorry affair is over, I am going to find out the answer. To his death and to his memory, I too shall be Semper Fidelis.’




  In the nation’s capital the first news of the death of the heir presumptive reached the Mansion House.




  ‘Our beloved son passed away this morning. Albert Edward’




  The Great Bell of St Paul’s tolled its sad message across the city. As the Royal Family began to shuffle from the bedroom, other messages followed down the telegraph lines to London.




  ‘Sandringham, 9.08 a.m. A change for the worse has taken place, and fear not much hope. Shepstone.’




  ‘Sandringham, 9.35 a.m. His Royal Highness passed away at about 9.10 this morning. Shepstone.’




  





  Part Three




  

    The Journey to Venice
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  Lord Francis Powerscourt was staring intently at the Basin of St Mark, crowded with the shipping of Venice. One whole wall of the great drawing-room of his house at Rokesley

  Hall was covered with reproductions of Venetian canvases, limpid panoramas of the Serenissima by Canaletto, the solemn oligarchy of fifteenth-century Venice, painted by Gentile Bellini, clad in

  their most resplendent robes, parading round St Mark’s Square in honour of a new Doge.




  Here Powerscourt found comfort. Here he could relax. Eight days in Sandringham had left him drained, as if he had been living in a hothouse. A Hothouse of Death where the inmates came to

  worship, feeding off the rituals and the details of doom. He had walked for one whole day since his return to Northamptonshire, through the great Rockingham forest and across his fields to

  Fotheringhay. Now at last he could talk to Lord Johnny Fitzgerald in peace.




  Lord Johnny had replaced the beer of King’s Lynn with two bottles of Nuits St Georges. Fine burgundy, he assured Powerscourt, is a powerful stimulant to thought.




  ‘Johnny . . .’ Powerscourt tore himself away from his Venetian daydream, wondering if the nobles processing around Piazza San Marco were as difficult to deal with as the British

  Royal Family. ‘It’s time to take stock.’




  ‘I’ve been thinking about this murder too, Francis. I don’t feel we have very much to go on. Did those old miseries ever let you talk to members of the family about what

  happened on the night he was killed?’




  ‘There are many old miseries up there, Johnny. The particular old misery you are referring to on this occasion is Sir William Suter, Housemaster of Sandringham.’




  Powerscourt remembered bitterly his entreaties to the Private Secretary. If he was meant to investigate, then surely he must be allowed to ask a few questions. Did they want him to attempt to

  solve this terrible crime or not? Did they have any idea of how difficult his task was when he had no information to go on?




  It was a waste of time. Sir William assured him that nobody had heard anything at all unusual, that he need not bother himself with inquiries that would lead him nowhere and cause needless

  offence to members of a family under severe strain.




  ‘Do you think they had anything to hide? Could they have been protecting one of their own? Was that why they wouldn’t talk?’ Lord Johnny had finished his business with the

  corkscrew and was eyeing a rich ruby glass of Nuits St Georges.




  ‘They may have. They may well have. But I don’t think we should start there. Now then, Johnny, let’s go right back to the beginning. Who might want to kill Prince Eddy, Duke of

  Clarence and Avondale?’




  ‘All right, all right, let’s think about motives.’ Fitzgerald took a sip of wine to aid his mental processes. ‘Suppose you’re the Government. I don’t mean any

  particular minister, just the Government in general. There’s Victoria, entombed in black in Windsor or Osborne or Balmoral or wherever it is in perpetual mourning for Albert and John Brown.

  She’s not going to last much longer. Then they get Edward on the throne. King Tum Tum himself.’




  Powerscourt wondered if the burgundy had the power to turn its consumers into republicans, the tricolour exported not by force of arms but by dusty bottles and Premier Crus.




  ‘Edward VII, he’ll be, won’t he?’ Lord Johnny went on. ‘I think they could probably cope with him all right. The Government, I mean. They’ll just invent lots

  of ceremonial stuff so he can dress up all the time. But look what they get then on the throne of England. They get that listless homosexual half-wit. Or they would have got him. You’re not

  going to be very happy as Prime Minister or Foreign Secretary going in to bat for Britain with that clown at the top of the order. So why not get rid of him now? How’s that?’ Johnny

  Fitzgerald looked pleased with himself, as if he had just clean bowled an opening batsman facing his first ball.




  ‘Perhaps they did, Johnny. That’s not bad at all. One of those equerries, in the pay of one of those secret departments Shepstone told me about, sets off to Sandringham to save the

  nation. I think it’s entirely possible. Only one thing makes me wonder about it.’




  ‘What’s that, Francis, you’re not going to tell me that Governments suffer from fits of morality?’




  ‘Certainly not,’ Powerscourt laughed. ‘But I just wonder about time scales. Different people have different time scales, I think. If you’re the Royals, Rosebery tells me,

  you have a very long time scale indeed, even longer than aristocrats. You think of the survival of your house, the crown on each succeeding head, twenty, fifty years into the future.




  ‘But if you’re the Government, you have a very short time scale. You don’t think much beyond the next election. Eddy wasn’t going to be a real problem until he came to

  the throne, and that would have been some time away, way beyond the next time the country goes to the polls. That’s why I don’t think it very likely the Government did it. But

  it’s not impossible.’




  ‘Government as twenty to one outsiders in the Prince Eddy Memorial Stakes, then.’ Lord Johnny drew his fingers into a pinnacle and eyed them carefully. ‘Family Time now,’

  he said cheerfully. ‘Happy Families. Royal Families. Family Life. Family Death. Which of his relations might want to get rid of him? Let’s begin with Victoria.’




  Lord Johnny moved the pinnacle of his fingertips to a crown above his head. ‘You’re the Queen. You’re the Empress, first emperor in Britain since the Romans. You’re

  Victoria, waterfalls, whole swathes of Australia, railway stations named after you. You want your family to remain on the throne for ever. You have grave doubts about our earlier friend Edward King

  Tum Tum on the throne, your throne. But think of the doubts you must have about his eldest son.




  ‘Think of them, Francis. All her life Victoria has been plagued by the memory of her wicked uncles, Uncle Clarence – note the name, my friend – with his ten illegitimate

  children, that awful old rake Uncle Cumberland. Then there was Uncle King, Uncle George IV with his mistresses and his debauchery in that Brighton Pavilion and everywhere else. And here is her

  grandson, Grandson Clarence, who seems to combine the vices of all of them with a few extra ones of his own.




  ‘So what do you do? You harden your heart, you put out the word, very quietly, that the family would be better off without him, and you climb happily into deep mourning when you hear of

  his passing.’




  ‘You should have been a barrister, Johnny. Case for the Prosecution against Her Majesty completed. How about the case against the father?’




  Lord Johnny poured the last of the first bottle into his glass and held it up to the light. ‘The Prince of Wales? I think that’s easier still. Remember the blackmail that started all

  this business off? Let’s suppose the blackmailer isn’t putting the squeeze on because of something the Prince of Wales has done, but for something his son has done. The best way to get

  rid of the blackmailer is to get rid of Eddy – then there’s nothing left for him to be blackmailed about. Didn’t you tell me that the father wanted him out of the country for two

  years on some cultural and political tour of Europe, a sort of nineteenth-century Rake’s Progress? When he couldn’t get his way that way, then he just got rid of him. Now then, your

  turn. What do you say to the mother, Francis?’




  ‘I will not hear a word said against Princess Alexandra,’ said Powerscourt primly.’ ‘I regard her as above suspicion.’




  ‘Are you falling a little bit in love with the Sea King’s daughter from over the sea, Francis?’




  ‘I think everybody falls a little bit in love with her, Johnny. She’s just that sort of person.’




  ‘I see.’ Lord Johnny looked very grave. ‘And shall I have to inform Lady Lucy of this sad development? I am sure it would break her heart, Francis. And she speaks so highly of

  you all over London town.’




  Powerscourt made as if to throw a cushion at his friend. ‘Leave Lady Lucy out of it. That is a private matter.’ He blushed a deep red.




  ‘What can you say of the brother, Johnny, – I give the sisters exemption from suspicion, along with their mother.’




  ‘The brother, the brother . . .’ Fitzgerald looked very thoughtful, as if he thought a bet on the brother might be a sound investment. ‘He’s a very solid sort of chap,

  isn’t he. Reliable, a bit dull, our George, not very much there in the brains department. I seem to remember you telling me he doesn’t like change. At his age, for God’s sake.

  What is he, twenty-five? But you would have to say one thing for that sort of character. He’s absolutely perfectly fitted for the throne. Stupid, boring, not likely to cause anybody any

  trouble, he’s an ideal king, the perfect monarch. So, either the conspirators, whoever they might be, know that they have the perfect substitute for the appalling Clarence. Or the substitute

  himself is the plot, and nips next door to slit his brother’s throat. That’s easy.’




  ‘I’m sure you could make out a case for almost anybody in Norfolk wielding the knife, Johnny, in this sort of form. Let me try this out on you.’




  Powerscourt walked to the window and drew back the curtains. The night was full of stars. Powerscourt suddenly remembered he hadn’t seen a single star all the time he was at Sandringham,

  only clouds and the ever-falling snow.




  He looked at the tombstones in his graveyard, watching through another night. He had remembered most of the names and the inscriptions by now, after ten years in the house: Albert George Mason,

  Mary Mason, his wife, William their son, departed this life aged five years, Charlotte their daughter, gone to her Father in heaven after seven. And mine eyes shall see God. Gone but not forgotten.

  Suffer the little children to come unto me. For Thine is the Kingdom.




  A young fox was perched on top of one of the gravestones, as alert as a guardsman on duty. In the distance, on one of his tenant’s barns, an owl hooted into the night.




  ‘I think – no, I am sure,’ Powerscourt spoke initially to the gravestones, to those who had departed long before Prince Eddy, ‘that the key to the whole mystery lies with

  the equerries. We know that there were no outsiders, according to William McKenzie. We know, thanks to you, Johnny, that there were no Russians, no murderous Russians I mean. I have to check with

  the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police about the Irishmen and the telegraph poles, but I suspect their messages were peaceful. I do not believe any of the servants did it. Not many of them

  sleep in the house, and those that do are a very long way indeed from Eddy’s bedroom.




  ‘But this is the devil of it all, Johnny. Any one of your plausible theories sits happily with the equerries. The Government could have asked one of them to do it, as you suggested. They

  could have been agents of Queen Victoria, or the Prince of Wales, or even the brother Prince George. Or they could have been the loyal servants of the Crown, anxious to rid it of a future problem,

  as we said. Or they could have been mixed up with the blackmailing business, in one way or another.




  ‘Good God,’ suddenly Powerscourt turned back from the window and his contemplation of the fox. ‘You don’t suppose that Eddy was the blackmailer, do you, Johnny?

  Blackmailing his father in the first place, then turning to one of these equerries as well for yet more money? A second helping, or maybe even a third?’




  ‘Eddy the blackmailer? God in heaven, that would make things complicated, wouldn’t it? It would certainly explain why nobody wanted to speak to you. They were all too frightened to

  confess that they have been fingered too. Perhaps he was blackmailing the whole bloody family.’




  Powerscourt felt lost. Just when he thought he had advanced his inquiry a little way, it slipped back and fell away. Then he recovered.




  ‘Johnny – have you left any wine in that second bottle? Ah, thank you – even if Eddy is the blackmailer, I think the way forward is clear. And I think it divides into two

  halves. The first is concerned with the equerries: Lord Henry Lancaster, dead or alive. Harry Radclyffe. Charles Peveril. William Brockham. Lord Edward Gresham. The Honourable Frederick

  Mortimer.’




  ‘Ten to one on all of them in the Prince Eddy Memorial Stakes.’ Fitzgerald the bookmaker was busy with his odds. ‘Fifteen to one Queen Victoria. Twenty to one Prince of Wales.

  Twenty-five to one Prince George. Thirty to one the Government. Fifty to one The Field. Roll up! Roll up!’




  ‘We must investigate the equerries’ lives from the cradle to the present day.’ Powerscourt declined to take a wager yet. ‘We need to find out about every action, every

  friend, every love affair with man or woman. I feel that my sisters and your relations will prove invaluable allies here. You see, it could be that there were very personal reasons behind

  Eddy’s death. Look at the way he was killed, the picture of his fiancée smashed into small pieces all over the floor. The murderer might have had his own very private motives for the

  killing. Revenge maybe. Or it could be that the murderer wanted people to think that. The fiancée’s picture could be a distraction, a red herring.’




  ‘And the second thing, Francis?’ Lord Johnny reckoned that there was at least one glass left in the bottom of the second bottle.




  ‘The second has to do with scandal. Eddy’s scandal. He brought some terrible scandal with him to that house last weekend. There may be one or two or even three scandals. I suspect

  they go back ten or twelve years. That is what the Prince of Wales knows and dare not speak about. That is what Princess Alexandra knows about or fears. And Suter knows that they know something

  that he doesn’t. He is left to guess at what it might be. There are lies and secrets falling over each other to obscure the truth. You see, there was one very strange thing about the way they

  reacted to Prince Eddy’s death. It only struck me yesterday when I was walking back from Fotheringhay in the dusk.’




  ‘What was that, for God’s sake?’ said Fitzgerald, fascinated by the prospect of new information.




  ‘Just this.’ Powerscourt had resumed his place by the window looking over his graveyard. The fox was still on parade. ‘Everybody was very sad. Everybody was very upset. But I

  don’t think anybody was surprised. It was as if they had been expecting it.’




  That night Powerscourt had another dream. He was in a large children’s playroom on the top floor of Sandringham House. There was only one child in the room. It was Prince Eddy. He was

  sitting on the floor. He was surrounded by copies of The Times and the Illustrated London News. Prince Eddy was cutting out letters one by one with scissors and a large knife and

  pasting them on to a page. He smiled happily as he worked.




  Letters of blackmail. Blackmail letters. Only when he looked very carefully could Powerscourt see that the knife was dripping with blood.




  

    

      

        . . . I think at this stage that both the normal and the unusual will be of interest. Everyday gossip below stairs as well as the rumours of life above that circulate in

        all great houses, any suspicion of a secret, any whiff of scandal. In short, my dear James, in this, as in all the inquiries we have undertaken together, please keep your eyes and ears open

        at all times. I know you will, and I look forward to reading your reports or to hearing them in person if you feel that would be more appropriate.




        The old Indian rules apply. Please destroy all correspondence.




        Powerscourt


      


    


  




  The letter’s author was writing at a great hurry in the upstairs drawing-room of his sister’s house in St James’s Square.




  Sudden changes had been occurring in the domestic staff at Sandringham and St James’s. Wilfrid Theakston, senior footman for many years at Marlborough House and Sandringham, had been taken

  ill unexpectedly and was granted indefinite leave of absence. The Prince of Wales’ household were fortunate to find a speedy replacement in one James Phillips, senior footman to Lady

  Pembridge, who happened to be sister-in -law to Lord Francis Powerscourt. Phillips was Powerscourt’s man; they had served together in India and in all but one of his investigations since.




  Even this change had met with the normal reluctance from Suter and Shepstone. ‘Dammit, man, this is like taking a spy into our own house!’ Shepstone had protested.




  For once Powerscourt had lost patience.




  ‘You would appear to have had a murderer in your house for some days. For all we know he may still be there. I can’t see that a pair of eyes and ears below stairs is a matter of much

  consequence in these circumstances.’




  Suter turned red. Shepstone muttered something into his beard. But they had agreed.




  Powerscourt had been writing a lot of letters. He wrote to Lord Rosebery asking for names and addresses out of the Government machine. He wrote to the Commissioner of the

  Metropolitan Police, requesting an interview on a matter of the utmost delicacy. He wrote to the Russian Ambassador. He wrote to the London end of the Irish Office in Dublin, asking for an

  interview with the senior man engaged in countering terrorism and subversion in that unhappy island. He wrote to Sir William Suter, asking when the equerries at Sandringham at the time of the

  murder had started their tours of duty. And he wrote to Lady Lucy, accepting an invitation to tea in her little house in Chelsea.




  Rosebery was looking very cheerful, seated in the small library at the back of the first floor of the Athenaeum in Pall Mall. The room had no discernible wallpaper, only books. Two dark brown

  globes sat on either side of the fireplace. A Chinese chess set lay on a table by the window, the game unfinished, White in the ascendant. Powerscourt saw that the Black forces had been reduced to

  a solitary rook, a couple of pawns and a beleaguered king – all the rest were prisoners, neatly locked up according to importance behind the White lines.




  ‘I’ve just been spending a great deal of money, Powerscourt,’ said Rosebery happily.




  Powerscourt wondered how large a sum would constitute a great deal of money in Rosebery’s book.




  ‘About £15,000, since I can see you thinking about it!’ Rosebery laughed. ‘It is a rare library of ancient volumes, many from the Renaissance, that came unexpectedly on

  to the market in Rome. But come. To more serious business. I have a lot of information for you. First,’ Rosebery delved into a folder in front of him, ‘here are six of these letters.

  They’re like a blank cheque – you fill in the name and address as you think fit – requesting the recipient to provide all the help and assistance in their power to Lord Francis

  Powerscourt in the conduct of his current investigation, which is of the highest national importance. They’re signed by the Prime Minister in person. I thought that might be going it a bit

  strong myself, until Salisbury reminded me that somebody had just murdered the heir presumptive to the throne.’




  Powerscourt placed the letters solemnly in his pocketbook.




  ‘The man you want to see about the Britannia, that naval training ship Prince Eddy and Prince George attended all those years ago, is the Admiralty archivist. He’s called

  Simkins, I think, and he lives in some obscure place in the Admiralty just down the road. He knows you’re coming. The man you want to see about the Irish up their telegraph poles is called

  Knox. He’ll be in London tomorrow and will see you in the afternoon – I just thought I would give your own request a bit of a nudge there.’




  Rosebery smiled the patronising smile of the man on the inside, helping out a new arrival in the Whitehall jungle.




  ‘Now, if that is all there is for now, my dear Powerscourt, I had better hasten to my bankers. They will not be best pleased if they discover unexpectedly that I have just written a cheque

  for £15,000.’
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  The waiting area at the Admiralty was the largest Powerscourt had ever seen, enough to hold an entire ship’s company. The pictures on the walls, reaching ever higher

  towards the plastered ceiling, were all of great warships under sail. Not a single vessel was powered by steam, after a mere thirty years still too modern for the First Sea Lord and his

  lieutenants.




  Perhaps, thought Powerscourt, its size was to accommodate all those who waited here in the Navy’s great days a hundred years before during the Napoleonic Wars; gun manufacturers anxious to

  show off their latest cannon, chartmakers with fresh maps of unknown lands, mad inventors with startling new versions of compasses and sextants, orolobes and longitudinal clocks. Here desperate

  captains with no commands, living on half pay, their uniforms patched by loyal wives and mistresses, loitered in hope of preferment. Here Howe and St Vincent, Collingwood and Nelson had come for

  their sealed instructions. Here they had planned the twenty-year-long blockade of Napoleon’s France. Here they had planned Nelson’s funeral, his body brought to the heart of London on

  its last journey up the River Thames.


  

  ‘Lord Powerscourt, sir? This way, if you please.’


  A solemn porter broke Powerscourt’s reverie and led him through the labyrinth to his

  destination. Powerscourt doubted if he could have found his way out unaided. They climbed staircases with yet more paintings of the age of sail. They went past entire departments labelled

  Navigation, Gunnery, Engines. At last, at the end of a dark corridor lit by a single skylight, they found the door called Archive.




  ‘Come in, come in. Who are you?’




  Everything about the naval archivist was thin. His frame was thin and looked very old, his nose was thin, his long bony fingers were thin. His voice was a thin whine. Even his room was long and

  thin, like a naval galley; it stretched back for nearly a hundred feet in the gloomy light, files rising towards the roof like midshipmen climbing the top-gallants.




  ‘Mr Simkins, how kind of you to see me. My name is Powerscourt. I believe you are expecting me.’




  ‘Are you writing a book? Most of the people who come here are writing books.’ Simkins peered at Powerscourt over his thin spectacles.




  ‘No, I am not writing a book.’




  ‘Biography then. You must be one of these biographers.’




  ‘I’m afraid I am neither of those. I believe you have had a letter about my visit.’




  ‘An article for one of the naval societies perhaps? The history of a particular ship? I don’t recall an HMS Powerscourt ever gracing the waves, but I could be

  wrong.’




  Powerscourt suspected that Simkins was deaf. The dust had gathered in layers round the edges of his great desk, almost invisible between papers and files from long ago.




  ‘Can’t believe they’ve sent somebody to see me who isn’t a historian. First time in thirty years apart from some rum manufacturer from the West Indies who got sent up

  here by mistake. Letter, did you say? Letter from where? Letter from whom?’




  ‘It’s a letter from the Prime Minister’s office.’




  ‘Who is the Prime Minister now? I seem to have forgotten.’




  Powerscourt wondered if Simkins ever left this office. Maybe he sleeps here as well, he thought, guarding the secrets of the naval past with his bony frame and his peaceful spectacles.




  ‘It’s Lord Salisbury, Mr Simkins. Lord Salisbury.’




  ‘I heard you the first time. There’s no need to shout.’ Like many deaf people Simkins had sudden, unexpected bursts of perfect hearing, like the calm in the eye of the storm.

  ‘Salisbury, you say. Not a naval man, I think. Is he one of those Hatfield Salisburys? Cecils, all that sort of thing?’




  It seemed to be easier for the archivist to place the Prime Minister in the sixteenth century rather than the nineteenth.




  ‘The same,’ said Powerscourt.




  ‘Here we are. Why didn’t you say what you were about at the beginning? Now then. I see what you are after.’ Simkins peered over his spectacles once again. ‘You are a

  historian after all. You want to know the names of the officers commanding HMS Britannia, naval training ship, in 1878, 1879, and the captain and officers of the vessel Bacchante

  which took the two young Princes round the world. Damned strange name for a ship, the Bacchante, don’t you think, Lord Powerscourt? Weren’t the original Bacchantes lusty maidens

  with very few clothes on who danced about in the Greek islands getting drunk and worse?’




  ‘I believe they were. Maybe it referred to the elegant way the ship danced across the water,’ said Powerscourt feebly.




  ‘I knew it. I knew it.’ Simkins had risen from his chair and looked round the room.




  ‘Other people lose their spectacles all the time. I keep losing my steps. My steps to get up there to the top row of my files. Now where can they have got to?’




  ‘There is a pair of steps leaning behind that revolving bookcase,’ Powerscourt suggested hesitantly, unsure how many pairs of steps might be in play.




  ‘No good. Too short. Couldn’t reach.’




  Powerscourt wondered if his mission was about to fail for want of a tall pair of steps. He looked about more keenly. ‘I think that might be a pair over there in the corner.’




  ‘Which corner?’ Simkins turned round quickly. ‘Ah, this corner. Now we are in business, Lord Powerscourt.’




  Simkins placed the rickety steps against a wall and began to climb. ‘My filing system has become more confusing as the years pass. More confusing to me, I mean. I began filing everything

  under the name of the ship many years ago. By the time I got to F for Fearless I realised that wasn’t going to work. Tried filing it all alphabetically after that. No good, that only

  got as far as D for Denmark. Then I tried filing under the name of the First Sea Lord, but that didn’t seem to work either. Are you any good at filing, Lord Powerscourt?’




  ‘Hopeless Mr Simkins, absolutely hopeless.’




  ‘Here we are.’ Simkins tottered uncertainly down his steps. ‘We’re fortunate that both Bacchante and Britannia begin with B. If they’d begun with T or

  V you might have had to come back next month. Now then.’ Simkins filleted the first file expertly. ‘Britannia. 1876–1879. Captain Williams. He didn’t last very long

  – most of them stay there for years and years. . . My goodness me. My goodness me.’




  Simkins looked up at Powerscourt with new respect. ‘You might be on to something here. For your book, I mean. Every single officer on board left at the same time as Captain Williams. Every

  single last one of them.’




  ‘What does that suggest to your expert eye, Mr Simkins?’




  ‘Clear-out. I’ve never seen anything like it. There wasn’t a war on in 1879, was there?’




  Powerscourt remembered that W for War had never featured in the Simkins filing system. He wondered if entire conflicts could go unnoticed up here. What would happen to a war in Zululand? Or

  Zanzibar?




  ‘I don’t believe there was.’




  ‘Don’t like the look of it. Don’t like the look of it at all. Could have been a court martial. Could have been a scandal. But the whole thing was kept very quiet. One day they

  were all there. Next day they were all gone. That’ll be a good chapter for your book.’




  Simkins handed Powerscourt a single sheet of paper. ‘There’s the names of all the officers and the last addresses we have for them. It should be up to date. And here are the names of

  the officers on the Bacchante. Hello, hello. You do seem to pick them, Lord Powerscourt. This file has four stars on it.’




  ‘Four stars? What on earth does that mean?’




  ‘I’m trying to remember. I invented this star system over thirty years ago.’ The archivist looked hopelessly around his long thin room, as though he might have written the key

  to the stars in the surrounding dust. ‘Got it. Knew I wouldn’t forget. Memory goes on the blink every now and then, rather like these new steam engines on the ships if you ask me, then

  it comes back. Where was I?’




  ‘Four stars?’ Powerscourt prompted gently.




  ‘Four stars? Four stars? Of course. That means two things. It means refer to the Prime Minister’s office before release. And that further files are held in other Government

  Departments.’




  Powerscourt’s heart sank as he contemplated a guided tour of the archivists of Whitehall, each one possibly more eccentric than the one before.




  ‘That means you can’t have those names. The ones from the Bacchante.’




  ‘But my letter comes from the Prime Minister’s office in the first place.’




  ‘What letter? Did you say you had a letter? Who did you say the Prime Minister was? I’ve forgotten it again.’




  ‘My letter comes from the office of Lord Salisbury, the Prime Minister.’




  ‘The Hatfield person?’




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘Why didn’t you say so? Of course you must have these names. Forgive me the things I have forgotten.’




  ‘Not at all, Mr Simkins. I am most grateful to you.’




  As he left, Powerscourt was sent away with best wishes for the success of his book. Further messages followed him down the narrow passageway. The archivist’s parting remark pursued him

  down the stairs: ‘Make sure you get yourself a good filing system for your book. Never quite managed it myself.’




  The strange fact only struck Powerscourt when he was underground. He reckoned his train was only a couple of hundred yards from Sloane Square when it shuddered to a halt. He

  took out the list of officers from HMS Britannia and gazed with dismay at Simkins’ handwriting. It was extremely small, written with a very thin nib.




  Captain John Williams, Station Road, Amble, Northumberland. Amble. Amble. Where the hell was Amble? Then it came to him. A castle. A castle by the sea, a Percy castle, a Hotspur castle and the

  River Coquet twisting its way to the sea and a small fishing village called Amble. Bloody miles from anywhere.




  Lieutenant James Forrest, Sea View, Greystones, Co. Dublin. Other side of the Irish Sea.




  Lieutenant Jack Dunston, Borth Road, Aberystwyth. Other side of the Welsh Mountains.




  Lieutenant Albert Squires, The Scores, St Andrews. Other side of the Scottish border. Christ, it’s going to be like a tour of the extremities of Britain, Powerscourt thought bitterly, if I

  have to go and see all this lot. And they’re all by the sea, he noticed, for yachts and boats and memories of the Navy.




  And then it struck him. Surely, if they had been working in Dartmouth, Devon, they would have lived near Dartmouth. That’s what most people would have done. You would have thought that

  one, or maybe two of them, would have stayed down there. After all, most naval people lived in a long sweep from Hampshire to Cornwall to be near the great ports and naval establishments on the

  south coast. But they’d all gone. Every single one of them. It was as if they had fled. Or been told to flee. In disgrace? In shame? In exile? They’d fled to places as far away from

  Dartmouth as they could possibly get.




  The train resumed its fitful journey into Sloane Square. Powerscourt clutched his small parcel and set off for Markham Square, home, at No. 25, to Lady Lucy Hamilton.




  ‘Lady Lucy, I’m so sorry I’m late. The trains, the trains . . .’ He held out his hands in supplication and excuse.




  Lady Lucy smiled, a secret sort of smile for Powerscourt. ‘You’d better have some tea,’ she said, pointing to a great tray laden with sandwiches on the table in her upstairs

  drawing-room. Powerscourt thought he had never seen so many sandwiches for two people. There were brown ones, white ones, sandwiches with crusts, sandwiches without, ones with little sprigs of

  greenery on the top. Did she think he was a giant or something, with a giant’s appetite? Were they to embark on some sandwich eating competition, all proceeds to the poor and needy?




  ‘I thought,’ she said defensively, ‘that Robert should join us. He was going to bring a friend but his friend isn’t allowed out at the moment.’




  ‘Is he ill – the friend, I mean?’




  ‘Not exactly, no. Something to do with broken windows, I think.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Powerscourt solemnly, ‘so he’s temporarily confined to barracks. Good behaviour ensures parole at a later stage.’




  ‘Exactly so.’ Lady Lucy smiled her smile again. ‘But even at seven years old they can eat an incredible number of sandwiches. Robert will just have to manage as best as he can

  on his own.’




  A small face peeped nervously round the door. The face had a small nose, blue eyes like his mother and a shock of fair hair. The hair looked as though Robert had been attempting, without

  success, to get it into some sort of order before grown-up tea.




  ‘Robert, darling, come and meet Lord Francis Powerscourt. Robert, Lord Francis, Lord Francis, Robert.’




  Lady Lucy’s two males shook hands solemnly like Wellington and Blucher meeting at the end of Waterloo.




  ‘Sandwich, Robert? Sandwich, Lord Francis? Let me pour some tea.’




  It was true, Powerscourt thought, about the sandwiches. The great piles began to dissolve rapidly.




  ‘I’ve brought you a sort of present, Robert,’ said Powerscourt between mouthfuls. ‘I don’t know if it’ll be all right.’ Lady Lucy suddenly remembered

  that Powerscourt was well supplied with a cricket team of nephews of his own. She felt sure that he would have a reasonable idea of what a Robert might like. Some men were completely hopeless. A

  friend of her father’s had presented him recently with the complete works of Ovid. Ovid!




  ‘It’s a sort of boat thing,’ said Powerscourt, struggling with the wrapping. He had bought it in the shop of temptation, as he referred to the place where he had spent so much

  money on the Voltigeurs and the Imperial Guard for his nephews.




  It was a small yacht, with two sails, perfect rigging so you could adjust everything, a tiny rudder, polished wooden decks.




  ‘Wow! Wow!’ said its new owner, taking delivery of the vessel into his own hands. ‘Thank you very much. Thank you so much.’




  His mother breathed a small sigh of relief. Forgotten thank yous, she knew, were sometimes hard to forgive.




  ‘Does it sort of go? Does it move?’ Robert was turning it over in his hands with great care.




  ‘It does. The man in the shop promised me it sails very well. Maybe you could try it out in the bath?’




  ‘But there isn’t any wind in the bath. Not in my bath anyway.’ Robert looked solemnly at Powerscourt as if he might be the secret owner of force five sou’westerlies

  blowing through his bathroom.




  ‘Maybe you could try bellows,’ said Powerscourt, looking at a very ornate pair in Lady Lucy’s grate.




  ‘Wouldn’t that make a lot of mess? The soot might get all over the sails,’ said Robert doubtfully. ‘And I’m not sure Mama would like that. Would you, Mama?’

  Robert looked as if he thought bellows in the bath might produce the same result as his friend’s broken windows. Not allowed out, confined to barracks.




  ‘The Round Pond in Kensington Gardens. That’s where the man in the shop said it would do very well.’ Powerscourt was trying to extricate himself from bellows and soot.




  Lady Lucy had a vision, of the three of them going every Sunday afternoon to the Round Pond, Robert racing away through the trees, herself and Powerscourt – were they arm in arm, she

  wondered? – the boat sailing proudly across the waters.




  ‘My only worry about that,’ said her consort, unaware of this weekly pilgrimage, ‘is that the boat might get lost. It might get stuck, I mean.’




  ‘What do you mean, stuck?’ said Robert anxiously.




  ‘Well, I mean, it might sail out as far as the middle, and not come back again. Somebody would have to wade out and get it.’




  ‘Lord Francis, Lord Francis, are you hopelessly impractical or what?’ said Lady Lucy, fresh from her walk with her males.




  ‘Well, I am as it happens. Hopelessly impractical I mean. Am I wrong about the boat?’




  ‘Don’t you see, if there is enough wind to take it to the middle, the wind will keep it going to the other side. Isn’t that right, Robert?’




  ‘Because it’s round, you mean.’ Robert was thinking hard. ‘You just have to walk round to the other side. It wouldn’t get lost at all. Or I don’t think it

  would.’




  ‘Anyway, Lord Francis, you must come and see us one weekend and we can make an expedition to the Round Pond. I quite like Kensington Gardens anyway.’




  Powerscourt smiled. ‘That would be delightful. But, Robert, before your ship makes its maiden voyage you will have to give it a name. What are you going to call it?’




  ‘I don’t know yet. I’ll have to think about it. Can I take the ship up to my room now, Mama? I need to work out where to put it.’




  ‘Of course, Robert, off you go.’




  ‘What a charming son, you have, Lady Lucy.’ Powerscourt had finished his tea and was looking with awe at the depleted sandwiches.




  Lady Lucy blushed a fetching shade of pink. ‘Thank you, Lord Francis, thank you so much. But come, some more tea?’




  ‘Lady Lucy, please forgive me. I arrive late. I must leave early. It has nothing, I assure you, to do with the company. I could happily sit here for the rest of the evening. But I have

  another appointment I cannot break.’




  ‘Not more tea?’ Lady Lucy had a sudden vision of another, different, Lady Lucy pouring out cups of Earl Grey and affection for Lord Francis Powerscourt.




  Powerscourt laughed. ‘No, not more tea. I have to see the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.’




  ‘Lord Francis, you’re not in trouble, are you?’




  ‘My dear Lady Lucy, of course I’m not in trouble. It’s just something I am working on at the moment.’




  ‘Will you tell me about your work, one day? If you can, that is.’




  ‘Of course I will. But, if I don’t go now, I shall be late and then they probably will arrest me.’




  Powerscourt climbed into his coat and paused by the front door to say goodbye. Lady Lucy stood beside him.




  ‘Thank you so much for tea, Lady Lucy. I shall write to you about our next meeting.’




  ‘I hope it will be soon, Lord Francis.’ She leaned forward and brushed a speck of dust from his collar. Well, she thought there had been a speck of dust there.
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