

  [image: ]




  Royal Escape


  By Susan Froetschel





  Copyright 2010 Susan Froetschel




  [image: ]


  XinXii Edition


  Europe's leading shop for eBooks from independent authors


  www.xinxii.com




  





  April 2010


  Cover Design: Nick Olsen





  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. Original print edition: Five Star/Cengage with Tekno Books and Ed Gorman, 2008.




  




  “Honi qui mal y.” (“Shame on him who thinks evil of it.”), Motto of the Most Noble Order of the Garter




  




  




  




  PROLOGUE




  The venerable stone office block was quiet, its hallways dark, with patches of light coming from city lights through the graceful arched windows. The only hint of movement came with shadows. First one, then another, both moved slowly toward the one office with the open door. The streets of the financial district were quiet at midnight and so too were the esteemed law offices of Wilson & Haggert. The clerical help had left sharply at six, and the legal professionals trailed out over the next few hours. After nine, a group of custodians took over for about two hours to sweep, collect shredded trash, and polish exquisite wood and beveled glass.




  Derrick Wilson had asked the custodians to leave his massive corner office for another day, and they happily obliged. By midnight, the sound of vacuums and soft chatter had vanished.




  The shadows merged, as two men padded, shoeless, on plush oriental rugs toward Wilson’s office. There, with the lights turned low, the lone solicitor leaned back in his chair, his legs propped comfortably on the old mahogany desk. Holding a crystal goblet of red wine, his drink of choice for any celebration, he studied the scene beyond his window. A smile lingered on his lips.




  The call had come in late. He had worked hard for his most famous client—and together, they had won. Again.




  Years ago, Wilson had met Elena, Princess of Wales, at a formal dinner party at the start of the Christmas season. The woman was gracious, tall, lovely—more of a listener than a speaker and yet the center of attraction in every room she entered. Most amazing was how her poise seemed so effortless. He had moved close enough to study her cobalt blue eyes—intense in their ability to convey kindness, enthusiasm, concern, curiosity, every feeling connected with virtue. She had sensed his interest and walked over to him after the dinner, while couples were dancing, and asked about his job. Wilson was a solicitor. One who specialized in divorce, he added sheepishly. He was among the best in Great Britain, but what did that matter in a roomful of artists, academics, politicians, and other celebrities?




  Elena had been intrigued, and after glancing furtively at the small groups of people standing near, she leaned toward him. “Do you help the women more or the men?” she inquired, with soft voice and direct gaze. She did not want to be overheard.




  “I represent men more often than not,” Wilson responded quietly. “I may have helped a few women along the way.”




  “Ah, so you’re intimate with all the flaws made by the other side, the women,” she teased, in a sly way that suggested the two were already confidantes. “And tell me, what’s the most common mistake women make when pursuing a divorce?” He thought a moment. “Thinking that a man might change. Thinking that he only cares about the money.”




  “And what should a woman do to protect her interests?” He shrugged. “Monitor her behavior. Keep quiet about what she really wants. And as soon as she suspects trouble, keep a journal—selective, of course, about everything that’s gone wrong with the marriage. You’d be surprised. One tends to forget the details—




  dates, witnesses to the little cruelties, both physical and verbal.” She dipped her chin, tilted her head and lifted her long lashes as she murmured her thanks and moved on to talk with others in the crowd. The pose, an odd combination of mischief and modesty, had been caught in thousands of photographs over the years, but remained enchantingly fresh and natural in person.




  Sixteen months later, Elena called and asked Wilson to initiate procedures for a separation. She also handed over a journal that began the night of the dinner party, with a vivid description of her husband dancing six times with his mistress, later following the cloying woman into a small room, with a posted guard ordered by the host. The two remained in there, away from other guests, for more than forty minutes. Other entries were more troubling. Reconciliation was impossible, and divorce negotiations began.




  The family was not happy, but Elena got what she wanted, with credit largely due to her meticulous journal and her own public generosity. Rather than monthly payments of alimony, she negotiated a lump settlement of nearly a hundred million pounds. She did not get custody—that would never happen for an outsider to the royal family. There would be no Christmas mornings together—the family gathered around the queen that day and excluded all outsiders. But Elena had veto power over the children’s schools and was guaranteed a majority of their leisure time. To save the children embarrassment, the palace permitted Elena to retain her title. No other woman could be the Princess of Wales during Elena’s lifetime. And after the death of her mother-in-law and husband, she would be known as the Queen Mother.




  Wilson did not think much of royalty, but he could understand why Elena had earned the right to remain a woman of influence in the world.




  Throughout the separation, Elena and her husband had few disagreements over custody—appropriate times for delivery of the children, adjustments due to vacations, palace visits coming out of the mother’s time or the father’s. Wilson admired Elena for how she had listened closely to the reasons and tried to base decisions solely on the best interests of the children. She did not resort to threats of releasing the contents of the journal—not until the most recent disputes over Elena’s financial status.




  Strangely enough, the bitter arguments did not emerge with the separation or the divorce negotiations. Instead, controversy began after Elena had announced her intention to begin her own private trust fund for charities, separate from the trust funds established by the royal family and her husband, the Prince of Wales. She explained to Wilson her need to emphasize issues of importance for her and her children. The palace objected, accusing Elena of manipulation, corruption, and obsession with money.




  Lawyers for the queen retaliated, demanding more time with the two boys and expecting Elena to sacrifice additional weekends. Wilson had responded by forwarding a sample of entries from the journal and financial statements that showed her charitable work to be far more lucrative than that of all other members of the royal family combined. It wasn’t Elena’s idea, but Wilson’s, that her work be separated from that of other family members.




  He chuckled remembering the look of horror on the barrister’s face after reading the selections. Wilson didn’t have to mention that the media would have a field day going through their archives and discovering photographs and video to support the sordid tale.




  Elena had offered to start her charity trust with a portion of her own divorce settlement and not depend on money from the prince’s trust. The palace had insisted on wording the announcement. After months of negotiations, documents clarifying the settlement, severing Elena’s work and funding from the palace, would be filed in court the following day.




  




  A sharp noise came from the hallway. Wilson left his desk and paused by the doorway. He waited a moment, but the sound was not repeated, and he was annoyed by his imagination. Nothing was waiting for him in the hallway, the same way nothing was waiting for him at his home. Still, it was long past time for Wilson to hop into his Jaguar and head for his lonely estate in Oxfordshire, about fifty miles west of London.




  Weary, Wilson wished he didn’t have to drive. He should install a simple lavatory and single bed in some extra space near his office. The image, the simplicity of having no home, repeated itself in his mind hundreds of times since his own divorce. But thinking was easier than doing—and the call to the appropriate contractor was never made. Maybe next week. Because in truth, he didn’t want to admit that his office was his one true home.




  Wilson sighed and drained the remaining wine in his glass. He switched on his small desk lamp and rubbed his eyes from the sudden burst of light, before gathering the papers and journal. He headed for his fireproof wall safe, located behind a set of law books and massive bookcases along the far wall and entered the combination that only he and his personal secretary knew.




  As the door to the safe popped open, a shape emerged from the shadows and an arm slipped around his neck. Wilson gasped and twisted in alarm. The prowler was clothed completely in black, even his face covered with a black nylon stocking. The man tightened his grip, while another man crept silently from the hallway and headed for the desk. He shoved papers about and swore, before heading to the safe. Wilson noted that the man ignored an envelope of cash, a package of bonds, and some jewelry. Finally, the man dropped to his knees and searched through the pile that Wilson had dropped in surprise.




  “This is it,” said a young male voice. He waved the journal. “I found it!”




  “The original?” asked his fellow intruder, not loosening his grip on Wilson.




  “You can’t take that!” Wilson cried out. “Why, that’s not worth anything!”




  “That’s what you think,” said the man as he placed the small book covered in pastel silk into his small pack. Then he extracted a syringe and approached Wilson slowly.




  “Take it easy. This won’t hurt if you stop thrashing about...” The first intruder threw Wilson to the ground, knocking his head sharply against the oak floor. Pressing a knee to Wilson’s abdomen, he kept one arm clutched tight around the solicitor’s neck and another about his arms. The second intruder loosened Wilson’s pants and lowered his silk underwear.




  “My God, what is this?” Wilson screamed and jerked in fear. But the younger man was stronger. The second intruder cuffed Wilson on the head, enough to jolt him into silence.




  “This isn’t going to hurt. Not if you cooperate.” He gripped Wilson’s thigh—and stretched the leg out at an odd angle. Taking his time to find the proper spot, he aimed the needle for the creased skin where upper leg met the pelvis, piercing the skin and vein.




  Wilson tried to jerk away, but the older man held the needle in place. After removing the needle, the intruder checked the injection site, applied a small amount of some ointment and then wiped all remnants away. Moments later, Wilson felt sweaty and tingling pain.




  He could not easily move his fingers, neck or legs or fight as the man bent over and, using a torch, checked the leg again. Wilson’s muscles tightened, as though all pulled toward the center of his chest. Short of breath, he gave up struggling and could only watch the two men at work. They returned his clothing to order, and Wilson realized his legs had enough hair to make any fine needle prick hard to detect. One of the men grabbed the wine bottle and dribbled the remaining liquid about, before dropping the empty glass near Wilson’s body. The other man gently placed Wilson’s hand over his heart before closing the safe.




  Exiting the block as silently as they had entered, the men carried away the journal.




  




  Two servants huddled together before the odd collection of vases.




  “The silver won’t do. Too large, she said.”




  “Tsk. Here’s this crystal one. But she’ll butcher the stems.”




  “She plans to mix roses from the royal greenhouse with lilacs sent from some ordinary garden.”




  “A gaudy display—she worries about all the wrong things.” 




  





  CHAPTER 1




  




  Elena stood before a crystal urn, toyed with some stems thick with lilacs, all in white, and waited for the telephone to ring. She despised waiting for the calls from the palace.




  Waiting was especially annoying today, a day that was supposed to bring her closer to freedom, the day when some more stray details from her divorce would be resolved.




  The call was due shortly after ten-thirty a.m., according to the daily appointment sheet prepared by her staff and approved by the palace. Accordingly, her staff eliminated a visit to a nursing home celebrating an anniversary to make room for the call. The time slot had been no accident. The royal family proper did not devote much time in the way of charity to nursing homes and had first teased and then criticized Elena for insisting on such visits. They resisted publicity associated with nursing homes, a reminder of infirmity and death. For the royal family, aging offered no pleasure, only pain, lack of control, and the knowledge that one’s children impatiently coveted wealth and title. But Elena’s imagination played mean tricks with fears avoided. Better to confront her fears.




  So, she had penned a memo to her secretary to reschedule the visit to the nursing home, with more time at that.




  As she trimmed the woody stems of the lilacs and mixed them with the roses, she tested potential conversations with the queen. All ended with petulance on her part. She sighed, and hoped that the call would focus less on the latest divorce conflict and more on official plans for her older son’s birthday, a few weeks away. She knew her input on the official party would be minimal and less than welcome. But she needed to know the time and arrangements, so that she could make plans for a small and private celebration of her own.




  The stems of the roses were stiff, and she added some wire to give the illusion of a graceful curve while she fretted about the upcoming birthday. What did a mother buy for her first son, Richard, who would turn thirteen? What should she give to a child who was far too serious? What could a boy want after having been the center of an acrimonious, public separation and divorce? She bit her lip and shook her head, knowing full well that her sons wanted their parents to reunite, to fall in love again. Like most children, hers were dreamers, readily capable of forgetting harsh memories of the past, not ready to calculate how disastrous any future relationship between the two mismatched people might be.




  There was no perfect gift, only poor substitutes. Like time and the creation of memories. Elena would love the opportunity to escape on some wild vacation with Richard and Lawrence. How the two boys had reveled in wild snowmobile rides on a ranch in Colorado a few years ago. But the queen had complained and accused Elena of endangering the heir’s life. Ever since, Elena had difficulty arranging vacations that were normal and fun. The queen required explanations, itineraries, and forms. Spontaneity was impossible. The bodyguards answered to the queen and not the princess.




  Richard deserved something special. The past year had been difficult. His days of childhood were dwindling fast, yet surprises and birthdays were still precious. Her husband, Edward, always an impatient man, had already presented his gift, arranging the services of a personal valet. Boring and presumptuous, Derry Sanders lacked any real life of his own and accompanied Richard everywhere—school and home. “I received my valet when I was thirteen, and he was always there for me,” Edward had said. “Richard will appreciate the continuity, the guidance, someday.” Elena held off from snapping that Edward was the one who instigated events leading to the divorce and disrupted the family’s continuity. She bristled inside, annoyed but no longer amazed that her husband had felt the need to “purchase” a servant to fill empty spaces in her son’s life. Friends and family should fill any empty spaces—or reading and introspection about one’s own true interests. Even more troubling was the fact that Richard seemed to enjoy the company of the shallow man. She kept her disdain to herself.




  Really, a valet was merely an adult version of a nanny.




  Derry had been in Richard’s life for less than two weeks, but already Elena felt as if all her conversations were monitored, analyzed, and filtered by a servant! Of course, the children didn’t recognize the inconvenience of the stranger in their midst. No, the attention of another adult was bliss. Derry was always there. He played games, helped with homework, and knew good jokes. He listened. For adolescents, parents became less important than friends—and Derry acted more like a friend.




  The slow process of separation from one’s parents was natural, Elena knew, as children spent more time away from home. She trusted that Derry would eventually become an annoyance. So, she didn’t fight or cling. She would remain close to her sons, a confidante. The boys were about to become teens, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t talk to her.




  Her gift had to be special, different. Competing with the gift of one’s very own human being was a particular challenge, she thought, pursing her lips and deciding to add more lilacs to the bouquet. Elena had spent most of the week shopping—wandering about a nature store, a bookstore, and then a store with expensive electronics in search of Richard’s gift. A cellular telephone was out. Telephone calls, so ordinary.




  Passing an aisle with personal computers, she had noticed a young man tap diligently away on a keyboard. Nothing held any interest for his large brown eyes other than the computer screen before him. His hair was light brown and too long. Dark wire glasses drooped on his nose. Elena had found herself imagining her younger son looking somewhat haphazard and nerdish only a few short years away, especially if he didn’t always have palace staff telling him what to wear.




  She had smiled, and stood behind the man, watching as a series of darting medieval figures filled the screen. The store manager directed an associate to keep customers at a distance, before stepping forward to introduce Elena to Paul Miggins, computer consultant for the store.




  The young man invited her to try her hand at the game and guided her moves in directing the figures. “I’ve never done anything like this before,” she murmured.




  “It’s easy, really,” Paul replied shyly.




  “How old are you?”




  “Nineteen.” He showed her some of the most popular programs and games—and then showed her how a player could make moves over the Internet and E-mail. She asked a number of questions, and the boy answered as the manager watched from the background. Elena shook her head and expressed polite amazement, explaining that she couldn’t possibly learn such technical maneuvers.




  




  That had been three days ago, and she had studied the newspapers since. None contained articles or references to her visit to the store, no repeat of her silly questions or her assertion that she couldn’t learn. Young Paul Miggins had passed her test for trust.




  Elena smiled. Communication was an ideal gift. The boys had computers, which were linked to the palace system. Elena decided to call a trusted friend that afternoon and arrange for the purchase of two state-of-the-art laptops, decoys for two BlackBerry phones. She would also ask the friend to contact Paul Miggins in the store and request his services as a consultant to set up private and anonymous accounts that would allow her son to join the online games. The young man had mentioned security features and demonstrated a range of tricks; Elena would need all the protection that was available.




  Unfortunately, Paul could only help out after school. She had instructed her friend to propose that Paul leave the store out of the arrangement and that she pay a separate fee directly to him. Fewer people knowing about the consulting contract would increase the safety for her and everyone else involved.




  In the meantime, Elena was confident that the Prince of Wales, who despised technology, would never bother figuring out the new toy. She felt a tad guilty. Richard would enjoy the computer, but in a way, the BlackBerry was as much for her as for her child—instant contact, as Paul had promised. Elena hoped Richard would understand why she had decided to buy two devices, one for him and one for herself. Not that she’d demand constant contact. Instead, she’d wait for Richard to take the initiative. At least she stopped at two. She wanted to buy another for Larry, but that would diminish the special quality of her eldest son’s birthday. She and Richard would let Larry use their laptops. When it came to a BlackBerry, Larry would have to wait a few more years.




  The phone rang, and Elena glanced at her watch in surprise. She had been told to expect the telephone call shortly after ten-thirty, and it was at least ten minutes before the time. Odd, Elena thought.




  “Good morning,” said Elena, waiting for some assistant to ring the queen.




  “Ma’am, it’s me, Lisa,” said the operator, hurriedly. “Her Majesty has not rung yet.




  But another call came through.”




  “But...”




  “You want to take it, Ma’am. Your solicitor’s secretary, Dolores Enfield. She said it’s urgent.”




  “Put it through. And...”




  “I explained to Miss Enfield already. If the queen rings, I’ll cut the line immediately.




  Beauty of this old phone system.”




  Elena waited for Dolores’s voice to break through.




  “Excuse me for calling so unexpectedly, Your Royal Highness, but something horrible has happened.”




  “Please, Dolores, you can spare the formality.”




  The woman’s voice was strained. “It took so long for me to get through, and we don’t know who might be listening.”




  Derrick Wilson had always insisted on speaking with Elena in person, in public areas.




  Wary of listening devices, he refused to discuss details of her case over the telephone. He had promised that the trust settlement was final, only paperwork needed to be filed. So the call caught Elena by surprise. “Yes?” she asked anxiously.




  




  Dolores spoke quickly, her voice breaking. “Derrick died last night. The doctor said it was a heart attack. In his office—he must have stayed late. You know he’s had a history.”




  “The poor man,” Elena cried out.




  Dolores started crying. “He had heart trouble, but he had been taking such good care of himself. I never dreamed this could happen.”




  Elena slumped against the wall. “My divorce killed him—all the arguing and pressure.”




  “I knew him better than anyone. He thrived on the challenges. Why would he be upset? You kept winning. That’s what kept him going. No, it was his time.”




  “He was a good man,” Elena said.




  “I’ll miss him,” Dolores said forlornly.




  “But what will I do without him?” Elena asked softly.




  “But that brings me to another point. I’ll pack your files first—before any of the others. I can forward them to another law office, the solicitor of your choosing. Just let me know.”




  “You know better than me. The process should be easy. The divorce is over with.




  Even our battle over the charitable trust funds is settled. Derrick was going to file those papers in court today!”




  “Derrick’s death makes that impossible, I’m afraid. A friend of Derrick’s telephoned the courts this morning and obtained a continuation. You have time. I’ll forward all the files as soon as I hear from you.”




  Her voice was hurried, awkward. Elena sensed the hesitation.




  “What about Derrick’s partner?” Elena asked. “Or surely one of the younger people in the office could handle the case at this point.” Dolores took a long breath. “Haggert won’t touch it, Elena. He always claimed that Derrick did not understand the repercussions of taking on your case.”




  “Poor Derrick,” Elena said. “He never told me.”




  “He put up with a lot. This is an old and conservative firm. Derrick didn’t want to worry you or make you upset, but Haggert never forgave Derrick for taking on your case.




  He thinks the firm has lost enough business already.”




  “They must have picked some up, too!” Elena protested.




  “And they lost the types of cases Haggert prefers—any friends to the queen. Elena, I’ll be frank. The younger ones around here—they’re simply not experienced enough.




  Not for a case of your magnitude. Making amendments to such a financial settlement is no simple matter. The entire matter could be open for review. Derrick would want you to plan a strategy. The continuation is in place. It’s in your interest not to move quickly.” Elena struggled for words. She felt abandoned and waited for Dolores to continue.




  “Choose a good solicitor. I can call friends of Derrick’s. They’ll give you names.”




  “But Derrick was the best.”




  “He was. But then, as you said, he did the groundwork. Someone simply has to carry on.”




  “Thank you, Dolores.” Elena hung up, and checked her watch. The queen had not called yet—only a few minutes after the scheduled time, an unusual delay. Elena stared at her bouquet and felt sick inside. She touched a lilac. It was hard for her to believe Derrick was dead. The soft tone of the telephone made her jump.




  She allowed two rings before answering.




  




  “Hello, Elena.” Queen Catherine’s voice was calm.




  Elena was taken by surprise that the queen herself would call. Normally, an aide would call and then put her on hold for five minutes. “Good morning, Your Majesty.” Elena focused on keeping her voice soft and polite.




  “I trust you’re doing well these days,” the queen asserted. “I haven’t read otherwise in the morning papers.”




  Elena paused. She hadn’t read the papers yet and didn’t know if they had already reported Derrick’s death. She wasn’t ready to talk about her divorce and the new complication. She had not thought of the implications beyond the tragedy of Derrick’s death. No. Focus on her sons and the party, Elena told herself.




  She forced her voice to be cheery, which wasn’t hard. Elena had years of practice of feigning happiness with her husband’s family. “Yes, I’m fine, thank you, Ma’am. And I trust all’s well with you?”




  Catherine’s sigh was audible over the phone line. “My life would be perfect if my family could solve their problems without involving the press.”




  “I wish for the same.” Elena tried to find agreement with the queen whenever possible. “But it’s difficult when reporters bribe our staff and photographers stalk us everywhere we go! Why, they’d hide under our beds if they could!”




  “We could all do a better job of living quiet lives and leading the way in modeling duty and responsibility,” Catherine insisted. “In part, that’s why I’m calling—about Richard’s birthday. He’s no longer a child. He’s old enough for a substantial celebration.




  I plan on three hundred guests.”




  Elena rolled her eyes. A huge party that weekend would be a major annoyance. “He’ll be honored,” she conceded.




  “The usual list—and I suppose we could invite a few schoolmates.”




  “He’d enjoy that.”




  “Staff will call for a list from the school. Security will check for safety and staff will check for suitability.”




  Elena shook her head in disgust, but remained silent. No mention of consulting with Richard on matters of camaraderie. No inquiries made of Elena or Edward, who might know something about the boy’s friends. No, the queen would rely on servants and security and would not regard friendship as an essential qualifier. This was the first party since the divorce. Elena wasn’t certain whether she would be invited or welcome, but was determined not to plead or bring the matter up.




  Catherine continued: “His birthday falls on a Wednesday, I see—not very good for a party of this order. I scheduled the party for the Saturday following, a luncheon. Staff already sent the invitations.”




  Elena nervously ran her finger down her personal calendar. “That’s my weekend with the boys. Can Richard and Lawrence visit me at Kirkington afterward?” Derrick’s office had always monitored any changes in the children’s scheduled visits. Damn, she hurt inside.




  The pause was long, and Elena let it linger, refusing to oblige with nervous, indirect chatter.




  At last the queen spoke. “I suppose, my dear, if you deem it necessary. But remember, it’s unwise for children to spend too much time with their parents. The small creatures are not so different from prize roses. The parent plant creates the flower and seed. But then that seed needs distance to grow properly. The plant depends on the objective assessments of the gardener for proper water, nutrients, and soil.” Elena waited through another pause. “But then, you were never one for gardening.” Elena did not argue. Long ago, she had learned to argue only for priorities. “Well, plan on Sunday, and that’s of course, if the boys don’t have schoolwork. And you won’t take off for any adventures that weekend? We mustn’t wear the poor child out.” Crossing her fingers, Elena forced her voice into sweet politeness. “No, Ma’am, and do you think the party will last into the night?”




  “All right, take them Saturday evening, too. The weekend’s hunt has been canceled.




  The party’s quite enough! Oh, and Elena, there’s no need for you to sound so distant. Of course, I expect you to attend Richard’s party. This event will test your divorce diplomacy skills. And Edward’s.”




  Elena’s sigh of relief was almost audible. She had not spent much time with the entire royal family in recent months. They despised her—ever since a candid interview on American television as well as an argument over a movie she had watched with both boys. She made sure her voice was calm and steady.




  “Thank you, that’s gracious of you. I’ll look forward to the celebration.”




  “Elena, as you know, the papers on the amendment to your settlement require the signatures of not only the prime minister but myself. My staff assured me that there’s no hurry, and I’ve not had the opportunity to read them as yet. I don’t have to remind you how much it pains me to pick up the pen for such a deed.” The woman’s voice was more clipped and businesslike than usual.




  “But my solicitor said...that agreement was to be filed in court today.” Elena stopped herself. Derrick had always warned her to let him do the talking and refuse to enter negotiations with anyone in the family, especially the queen. But Derrick was gone.




  “Barristers, solicitors, courts—don’t delude yourself into thinking they care about you or the children. Your legal team may have led you to believe that agreement had been reached. I understand what you want from us. Fame and involvement. And I know what Edward wants. My crown. But the responsibility for these family decisions is mine. And mine alone. I have not signed the papers. I plan to read them and consider the issues carefully. What I decide depends on whether you and Edward prove that you can behave in public, whether you manage to keep personal problems out of the newspapers, whether you can put duty to your children and this family above selfish interests. Your behavior and loyalty, Elena, are vital for the future of your family and mine—not exactly two separate entities even though you decided to go ahead with this divorce and now this odd attempt at financial independence.”




  Elena held the phone in front of her face and stuck her tongue out to the receiver. She wanted to spit the words duty and loyalty out of her life. Duty worked well for people at the top of the royal chain—and those below who manipulated the system. It did not work well for independents who believed in fairness and the dignity of all human beings. But Elena had long ago learned that she could never convince her mother-in-law of the sense behind such a philosophy. She held the phone back to her ear and pinched herself. Don’t talk too much, she warned herself. “I understand,” Elena replied.




  “I’m not sure you do. Heaven help the monarchy should I die before the two of you settle your differences—I refuse! I have to know that I can trust that Edward and you can appear in public in peace. The parents of that fine young man cannot constantly be causing a spectacle. And Richard’s birthday celebration will be a test!” Elena wanted to scream in frustration. The family had always blamed her for becoming the center of media attention. Massive, worldwide attention to her clothes, her hair, her activities, her smallest comments, her moods. As if she wanted to be the center of attention, like a tiger in a circus cage. Elena had tried to explain so many times. She closed her eyes and kept her voice pleasant, pretending to be an operator forced to deal with an angry customer. “The prince should have his day.”




  “Hmm. Keep your emotions in check. I want no photographs of you and Edward glaring at each other over Richard’s head. In fact, it’s best if you avoid appearing in any photos with Richard or Edward at all. Remember, it’s Richard’s day. You may attend the party, and that’s enough. Also, be sure your staff has your outfit approved by my secretary. A subdued suit, my dear, why not pastel? No blacks or bright colors—and no hat!”




  “I rarely plan that far in advance.” The fools in the palace who made such suggestions wouldn’t be content until they had Elena wearing a castoff garment from the Queen Mother, three sizes too large.




  “One can never plan too far in advance. You’ll be expected at Wyndham shortly before eleven p.m. that afternoon. Good day, Elena.” A click instantly followed. The queen must have had her finger on the button, anxious to avoid an awkward farewell or additional comment from Elena.




  Elena gently returned the receiver to its place, forgetting the queen’s stiff and out-of-date maxims, as she returned to her flowers. The aroma of the lilacs overwhelmed the other blooms, filling the elegant sitting room, as large as it was. Lilacs were among her favorites, but these were extraordinary, each stem laden with at least a dozen clumps. The massive bouquet had been a gift from a plumber in Lancaster. He had included a handwritten note on plain paper, explaining that gardening was a hobby. He had planted the lilac shrub when his daughter had been born and never neglected to tend it all these years. In the early years, the little girl with brilliant white-gold curls had helped, applying lime in the fall and a special mix of bone and fish meal in the early spring. As time passed, the daughter and her father grew apart, and the attractive and curious young woman had left for London and eventually died of AIDS. But not before she had a son, who also had the disease. The plumber wrote how Elena’s visit to the baby’s hospital and her willingness to hold his grandchild had quelled prejudice in his village along with his own anger. He explained the source of his bitterness was not the flightiness of his daughter or the ignorance of those who shunned anyone with the disease. No, he only wished that he had sent some lilacs to his daughter and written a note to remind her of happier days for them both. He expressed support for Elena during a time of personal difficulty, gratitude for her constant ability to display unconditional love, regardless of irreversible mistakes of the past or potential ones of the future. Elena had folded the note and asked her secretary to file it with her pile of correspondence that deserved immediate reply.




  She touched the petals of one bloom. Ordinary people adored her, and the royal family would never understand. They failed to realize that their criticism of her unconventional ways and her subsequent withdrawal from the public eye only increased the intense curiosity swirling about her.




  




  Elena placed the arrangement on the sofa table covered in lace, admiring her work and promising herself to have her tea near the bouquet later that day. The queen had not mentioned the death of Derrick Wilson. Perhaps she had heard only about the continuation and not the reason why. That news would emerge soon enough, and the palace staff would develop a strategy. Derrick had been so sharp about points of British divorce law. The palace solicitors had quaked in the presence of the man and his letters.




  Would the palace balk at the settlement? She shrugged. But that was all right. She would find another solicitor, and as long as the members of the family were never sure about what she really wanted, then she had the advantage. And Derrick, more than anyone else, had taught her how vital it was to hide her goals and motivation, even after the divorce.




  




  “She has shown ample self-control lately.”




  “Remarkable—considering the delays in her legal matters.”




  “The press hasn’t touched the anorexia issue in months. Be creative.” 




  





  CHAPTER 2




  




  The Rolls entered the grounds of Wyndham Castle. A light shower had fallen earlier that morning, so the gardens shimmered with emerald green under a dazzling pure blue sky. A rush of nostalgia hit her. The place still resembled the storybook castle she had fallen in love with as a child. Henry, a favorite and loyal driver, kept the speed at less than twenty miles, knowing that the Princess of Wales gazed out the window at one of her favorite views. The constant queries of her friends—Why don’t you just put up with him? Can’t you have your own affair? Won’t you miss it all?—they almost made sense.




  She would miss the history, the mystique of being part of the royal family, but not the pressures of empty pomp and constant resentment. She would not miss the cruel but subtle hints of inclusion or exclusion, constantly practiced by family members. Perhaps that’s what made the family despise Elena more than anything—her refusal to play. She could not manipulate her judgment of others, based on minor points of etiquette, on what a relationship could or would not do for her. Worse, Elena had done all she could to thwart palace efforts to teach the children the game. Often, she feared that she had not done enough.




  But then, the recent divorce was another step in instigating more change in the lives of her two sons. Her Rolls kept a slow pace, following several service lorries onto the estate’s grounds. Elena was amused at her driver’s increasing embarrassment for her, ever since passing through the security gate. There, Walter Draker, her new security guard, had exited the vehicle and reported to the main security office, obviously nervous about his role and so much extra protocol since the divorce. Her driver, Henry, looked at Elena and rolled his eyes. Henry had insisted on holding off their typical banter while the new guard sat in the vehicle.




  Walter, a young man with a sandy crew cut and freckles, had the appropriate rank and training to be her guard and had been assigned just that week. Yet he was too earnest, trying to overcome the fact that he had never before protected a member of the royal family. “I did join a contingent guarding the prime minister on a visit to Japan,” he had offered by way of introduction. Elena had scowled. Even she knew that Japan was virtually free of crime. She had protested the change in her security staff, but the palace insisted and then went to scold the young man, citing her dissatisfaction. Elena tried to explain her feelings to him, her concerns that he had to be sophisticated enough not only to outwit terrorists, but newspaper reporters, freelance photographers, and ardent admirers. “I need someone who knows my every move, who learns to recognize the pitfalls.” She offered her concerns as kind advice. “You’re too young for that sort of drill.




  You shouldn’t limit your personal life so drastically.” Walter gave a dogged response. “I want the job, Ma’am. I can handle it.”




  “All right,” she said reluctantly. “But it’s not easy to keep up with me. So perhaps I can add a few tricks to your training.” He looked puzzled, probably thinking to himself, what would a princess possibly know about high-tech precautions? But she knew that guards were trained in humoring their charges, within reason. She had no doubts that the security administrators also expected reports on her activities and comments, even the most mundane. All in the name of her safety, of course, palace authorities would assure him. In a few weeks’ time, she would know the guard’s standard for such reports—




  




  whether he was discriminating or liberal about reporting every idle comment. She certainly would test him in the weeks ahead.




  ~~~




  “Walter seems sweet,” Elena offered, after they had dropped the guard off and pulled away.




  “Not the best attribute for a man in security,” Henry commented.




  “Good for a chauffeur, though,” Elena teased. “Perhaps he’ll put in for a transfer.” Henry snorted. He didn’t have to remind her how much security training he had undergone as a driver for the family.




  “The palace despises me so much that they’re using me as a training ground. With that man in charge, they must regard me as quite dispensable.”




  “Perhaps they realize that you can take care of yourself.” Henry chuckled as he followed vans until they turned toward the service entrance. The Rolls moved smoothly, slowly toward the main entrance. Elena had been summoned to arrive almost two hours early, along with catering wait staff. She had never received a formal invitation to the event, only the one curt call from the queen. A mother of one of Richard’s friends had called to ask about gift ideas, before proceeding to confide everything she knew about the guest list and actual time for lunch.




  The family probably wanted to avoid an entrance by Elena. They still did not understand that she had never aimed for the drama and attention. Elena merely focused on walking gracefully, head dipped, trying to avoid the attention. Yet, there was always the wild crush of press and well-wishers whenever she entered a room.




  Henry held the door, while Elena stepped neatly from the Rolls Royce. The staff was still in the early stages of party organization, and no footmen were in sight. Elena smiled her appreciation at Henry and advised that she would be leaving with the boys as early as possible, without being impolite. She stepped lightly up the stairs to the massive entrance, and the door was immediately opened by a butler who bowed and stared at the floor, murmuring words of welcome to the Princess of Wales. Unlike other family members who avoided eye contact, she smiled and strolled briskly to the middle of the entrance hall toward the main study. The servant did not smile back and, head down, scurried to catch up with her. Obviously, the family intended to treat her as a guest, distant and not especially wanted. The escort meant that Elena no longer had free run of the queen’s palace.




  “Your sons wait in the upstairs study, Lady Elena,” the man mentioned, beckoning her to follow.




  “I remember,” she responded quickly, with a little smile. “Could you send some tea up, please? The car ride was long.” He hesitated, like so many of the queen’s staff members who despised taking any order from her. But they dared not refuse. She was still the Princess of Wales. “Earl Grey would be fine,” she insisted. And then she moved quickly up the stairs, concentrating on striking each with the toe of her high-heeled shoes.




  The butler fell hopelessly behind, but still tried to follow, coughing when she tugged on the massive door leading to her sons’ suites. Elena paused a moment in the doorway, watching him plod along behind, and thought about holding the door open for him. That would cause some chatter downstairs.




  “Really, no need to accompany me—I know the way,” Elena chided. With that she let the door close, forcing the butler to give up. She hurried down the hallway, passing old portraits and wallpaper with an overdone pheasant design and looking forward to surprising the two boys.




  Long ago, she would have caved in, allowed silly staff with absurd loyalties to tug her about like a puppet. But since reaching her thirties, she had developed a strong will. She came to the realization that she had to set an example for her sons on how to survive and achieve contentment within this troubled family. And that meant grasping every chance for solitude, if only for a few moments.




  She reached the final set of stairs and kept her hand just above the banister. She wished that she could see a photo of herself. She wore beige, as requested by the queen.




  But the new suit was silk, in small textured checks, designed especially for her athletic build. Simple, the short jacket emphasized her small waist and confident posture. A black shell of lacy folds peeked from underneath the jacket. The only jewelry she wore was striking onyx-and-gold earrings from a designer in Italy. Elena abided by the queen’s wishes and wore no hat. Her blond curls were swept back by a thin black bow. If any photographers captured the new look, a stampede would descend on stores that sold the ribbons and they would be sold out the following day. Early in her marriage, she feared setting fashion trends. But now she reveled in it, selecting simple, inexpensive, yet dashing touches.




  As she reached the top of the stairs, a door burst open, and a red head popped out.




  Larry, her younger son, greeted her with an impish smile. “In here!” he whispered, pulling her in excitedly. “Oh! We’ve been waiting for you all day!” Elena ran to her child and knelt, taking him into her arms. “Darling, how have you been? Having fun?”




  He looked about. Even the little boy had learned that privacy was no privilege for members of the royal family. His blue eyes twinkled. “Not as much as we do with you,” he whispered, before squirming out of her grasp. Still clutching her hand, Larry pulled his mother into the room where the boys had an elaborate village designed with Legos. And there, sitting in the middle of the room was Derry. He was adjusting the drawbridge to an elaborate castle, surrounded by a moat brimming with water.




  Elena paused. “I’d like to have the boys alone before the party,” she said, smiling brilliantly, with only the slight hint of giving an order. The man didn’t move or look up and so she said more firmly. “You’re excused, Derry, until the party begins.” The valet looked at her and then Richard. “I’m just helping Prince Richard here,” he said, keeping his voice jolly, but forcing the boy to make a choice.




  Richard shot a nervous glance at his mother. “That’s okay, Derry, we’ll be doing more of this later.”




  “You’ll be returning to London with me after the party, but I imagine you can keep this arrangement in place for a good long time.” Elena tried to sound cheerful. When she had lived with her family, she had to repeatedly insist that toys didn’t have to be immediately returned to shelves every time the boys left the room. “My, it’s fabulous.”




  “Derry’s idea for the moat,” Larry added, with admiration.




  “Clever.” Elena was agreeable and sweet, but refused to sit or give more than one-word responses until the valet left the room. “Derry?” He checked his watch and turned to Richard. “You should begin dressing in forty minutes. I’ll be in your dressing room, waiting to assist you, Sir.” As he left, he looked disappointed, as though he had lost a contest. Elena was livid about the tension. The man should have the sense to excuse himself and not force the child to make a choice. She would speak to Edward about the valet’s arrogance. After many years, she knew her husband’s weak points, and one was his refusal to condone outright arrogance from staff.




  She sat with her sons and began to play with the pieces herself. By the time Richard delegated a regiment of black knights to the moat around the castle, a woman knocked on the door bearing a silver platter with tea prepared for the princess, as well as milk for the boys and some small biscuits. Setting out the dishes and pouring, the maid glanced with curiosity at the Princess of Wales. Elena did not recognize her and made a point of giving the woman a warm smile. So many strangers worked in the palace. Elena had heard rumors—the queen was ordering changes in staff at least every three months. Too many books had been written about the family, and she must have decided that three months simply did not provide enough fodder for the tell-all books penned by staff that had become so popular.




  Richard handed Elena a tiny white knight. “Sorry, Mum, we have no princesses.”




  “That’s okay, this one’s a princess in disguise,” Elena retorted with a smile. She maneuvered her knight into some of the strange crevices, following Richard’s man.




  Richard insisted on leading, and Larry cheerfully complied with his older brother. The three sat around and made up stories, loosely based on their ancestors and their enemies.




  Both boys were too young to know that the two were often one and the same.




  After several rounds of strategy for the tiny men, Larry decided even more pieces were needed and left for his room. Elena used the few moments to speak with Richard.




  “You received the note about my gift at school?”




  “Is it true?” he asked. “Just a secret for you and me?” She nodded and reached for her bag, plucking a small print-cartridge box from her handbag. “The laptop is a decoy. You can use it, of course. But here’s another gift—a way for us to chat securely. Keep it in this box so none of the staff comes across it,” Elena murmured. “They won’t find it in there.”




  “Or Larry...” Richard commented. His tone was cheerful, but he made no secret of his desire to set limits on his brother. Elena could only hope that the attitude was normal sibling rivalry and not the arrogance of rank.




  Richard held the small device with buttons and tiny screen in his hand. “If they do, I’ll tell them it’s another video game,” he whispered.




  She nodded and handed over directions on how to use the new E-mail account, salamander@exchange.com.uk, and then she whispered his password in his ear.




  “Memorize it,” she cautioned. “Change it every week. Never use names. And erase all the messages from me, mouser80@exchange.com.uk, after you read them.”




  “And I’m the only one who can connect with you?” he asked.




  “Only one,” she promised. “Larry’s a bit young, no?” He smiled. “I might let him use it once in a while,” he admitted. With that, he slipped the terse directions inside one of his schoolbooks, just before Larry returned to the room.




  Elena changed the subject. “Richard, Larry, I want to warn you that I won’t be with you much during your party. We won’t be able to talk much until afterward.” Richard scowled. “But why not? That’s not what I want.”




  “Is it because of the divorce?” Larry was pointed. “Divorce wouldn’t be so bad if ours was normal and we could spend more time with you.”




  




  The comment hurt and Elena felt so helpless. She sighed. “Your father and I have less control than other parents. I know it’s not fair, but as long as we live here we must follow the protocol. With luck, we’ll sit at the same table. But we’ll be on display.”




  “We’re always on display,” Larry complained.




  Richard positioned his knight so that it was clinging bravely to a stiff little tree, an effort to keep from falling into the moat. “Grandmother already spoke to me. She explained that my primary duty is for my father and my country. I don’t know. It’s my party and I wish our family could sit together. I wish we could talk and have fun.” His voice broke.




  Elena bit her lip and looked away, even as she defended her mother-in-law. “Your grandmother loves your father as I love you. I understand her distress. She doesn’t want difficulties or photographs of frowns and worried looks. She doesn’t want controversy.” Richard studied the man in the tree. “I wish we could be like other families, too.” The words pierced her heart, and she didn’t have any answer for her sons. Living as a member of the royal family attracted enough attention. Walking away from the royal family attracted even more attention, as she had learned with her decision to divorce. She looked into her son’s eyes—and agreed with him. But she wondered if he was really willing to walk away from all the comforts of the royal way of life.




  “We have love—and as long as there is love between people, we can endure these events.” She ran a finger through her hair and then pointed at the two boys and herself.




  “We have so much more than others— and we can’t ask for more beyond that!” She shook her head as if to convince herself more so than them.




  Richard looked away, while Larry stared at her with his large blue eyes. Though Larry was younger than Richard, he understood how much his parents did not get along, that for some reason the royal family resented his mother’s behavior, and how much they resented any shift of attention from the queen and heirs to the throne. Larry confronted the challenges, looking anyone in the eyes, straight on through the most uncomfortable of conversations. Elena continued: “All I can say is that you shouldn’t argue with your grandmother or father. Neither should I. Alone, we can love one another and express that love in our own way.”




  Richard scowled. Elena loved him, and knew he could not help how he was raised with the expectations of special attention—and the façade of getting what he wanted.




  “Look, Richard, this is your party. So if you have something urgent to tell me, why then, scratch your left ear and that forces me to smile. And if you scratch your right, then I must look all worried and important.” She paused dramatically. “And if you touch your nose, then I must immediately sneeze at your command and rush away inside to meet with you.” She gathered the giggling boys into a huddle, whispering about strange little codes that only the three of them would know.




  But, sadly, Elena knew that escape from the party was impossible, especially for Richard. While Richard enjoyed devising the codes, he probably would never dare use them—unlike Larry. Elena returned to her chair and tried to straighten her skirt.




  “The queen’s only doing what she thinks is right,” Elena said, more to comfort her son than excuse his grandmother’s control. “Today is not a day for people looking for arguments or gossip. We can be separated. And civilized behavior on all our parts does not mean we deny what our hearts insist.”




  




  Richard nodded. Reaching for his knight, swooping it downward, he tapped the white knight in Elena’s hand.




  A knock on the door interrupted, and another stranger of a servant summoned the boys to get dressed. The boys reluctantly stood. “Larry, do you mind if I keep my princess?” Elena asked. “I want to remember today.” Her son laughed and said yes. She pocketed the little white knight, then bent over and wrapped one arm around each of the boys.




  “I can’t wait until we ride back to London together,” Elena whispered.




  “But we...” Larry started to speak.




  “Young Sir, I must insist,” the nervous servant interrupted. “We’ll be in trouble if we are late for your brother’s party.” The servant hurried the boys out of the room. As soon as the group left, Elena collapsed into the nearest chair and reached for her tea. Time to return to the royal world, where she and her sons were controlled like little figures of a Lego set.




  ~~~




  About an hour later, guests began to arrive. Lovely packages of all sizes waited in elegant piles around the prince’s table. Adults gathered with cocktails, and children gulped copies of the adult versions.




  Elena stood back and observed the interaction of the guests and particularly how they greeted the various members of the royal family. She decided against approaching any of the groups, instead waiting to see who would approach her, willing to speak to the woman who had dared to walk away from a royal marriage and make specific demands.




  Patience would provide a hint of who stood on Edward’s side and who stood on hers.




  Because of her early arrival and the tension with the servants, Elena felt a little worn.




  She had played with the boys rather than taking advantage of the offer to rest in a private room or fix her hair. She wore only light makeup. Her sister-in-law Caroline passed by without any hello, only a stern look at Elena’s outfit. Playing on the floor with the boys, crouched over Legos, may have put some wrinkles across the front of her skirt, but she was in a good mood, her eyes and smile more serene than others in the room.




  Girls and boys in stiff party clothes played croquet on the lawn. Poor Richard was overdressed in a suit, undoubtedly chosen by the staff who served his grandmother, and looked utterly bored. He had long preferred American sports like baseball and basketball.




  But, of course, he could dabble with such games only when traveling with his mother, when she could guarantee privacy from the horrible “snappers.” Elena nudged her son to try another team sport, a favorite game for most British and Europeans, except of course, the royal family. They regarded soccer as common and rough. As Richard grew older, he was forced to abandon such sports, which required groups of other willing children.




  All about, guests sipped champagne, while most of the children took careful sips of flavored sparkling water. Raised to resist eating much in public, Elena gently refused offers from any who brought her refreshments. One servant approached with a full tray of small squares of bread, decorated with cucumbers and rosettes of cream. She declined, but he continued to press close to her, insistent. Elena frowned about having to tell the servant no twice, that she didn’t want to be bothered with food or drink.




  He stood between her and the rest of the crowd, and extended the tray. “Please, Your Royal Highness,” he whispered quickly, “I’m sorry. The queen’s secretary asked me to deliver this note to you.”




  




  His worried eyes pointed to the tray and she saw the folded paper. “Please, take it, or he’ll be most annoyed.” With that, he covered the note with a napkin, topped with a tiny cucumber square—and transferred all to a plate for Elena. Elena accepted the stack.




  “Thank you, Ma’am,” he said with relief.




  “Can you believe I’d do anything to change places with you at this party?” she muttered. She turned and looked about for a quiet spot. How did the secretary expect her to read this note?




  The servant’s voice came over her shoulder, surprising her. “Yes, Ma’am, I can imagine that. Is there anything else I can bring?” She shook her head and flashed an engaging smile. He smiled, too, before bowing and moving away.




  She wished she could tell which servants were her friends and which were not. The signals were rarely so obvious.




  Elena wandered to an empty bench and set the plate aside, unfolding the note and using the napkin as a shield. As more guests filed into the dining tent, she noticed that many, especially women, searched around a bit, before stealing glances her way. Peers were more difficult than servants. Royal pettiness made privacy and friendship impossible. Anyone who engaged in genuine conversation with the Princess of Wales could anticipate fewer invitations to royal events, as her dearest friends had already discovered.




  Elena bent her head and pretended to be fascinated with the details of the sandwich as she flattened the note against the plate. The note with no signature was brief: “It would be helpful if you stay to the northwest corner of lawn.” Elena crumpled the paper and held it inside her hand. Idiots, she thought. Elena wasn’t even sure which part of the lawn was the northwest corner. They simply wanted to prove that they could control her.




  She stood and returned to the edge of the tent, close to the sidelines along the lawn game—and reminded herself not to act surly and foolish like her husband’s family. She refused to play any part in ruining her son’s birthday party and would stand by quietly and watch the children have fun. To blinking hell with the queen, she thought. Let Edward be careful about space and stick to this corner of the lawn or that! Her son slammed a solid shot through his wicket, and she politely applauded along with the rest of the crowd. A thick finger tapped her shoulder. Elena turned, her face neutral, ready to counter friend or foe.




  “I’m surprised to see you here today,” said the gray man standing behind. Her great-uncle on her father’s side, Lord Gregory Johnstone, had colorless hair, a gray suit, and a pallor that matched—except for the nose, of course, which was bright red from excessive gin. Johnstone was a member of her family, not her husband’s, but he was also one of the queen’s closest advisors.




  “Are you more surprised about the queen’s invitation or my acceptance?” Elena countered.




  “Both, I suppose. You’ve been away for so long. You must miss...” He paused and gestured with one hand. “All of this.”




  She lifted her head high, flashing a brilliant smile. She used to hesitate and slouch around shorter men. Now she relished her height and the discomfort it could create. “You flatter my husband’s family,” she teased, keeping her voice low and gentle. Elena had promised to behave for the queen.
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