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PART ONE


VOWS







   

Chapter One
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AUGUST 1879, OSBORNE HOUSE 


Queen Victoria’s favourite summer residence stood on a high knoll overlooking the narrow sea channel separating the Isle of Wight from mainland England. Designed by her late beloved Albert, it had been built in the style of an Italian Renaissance palace and, with its cool spaciousness, cream-stone colonnades and balustraded terraces looking out over rolling lawns and light woodland to the glittering expanse of the sea, it was the perfect setting for family gatherings.


The gathering now taking place was one that Victoria held annually in the last week of August, for 26 August had been her beloved Albert’s birthday. Much to the relief of the vast number of children and grandchildren that the Dear Beloved had left behind him, and whose presence at Osborne was compulsory, the 26th had now come and gone. The mood had lightened and the English, Danish, German – and, in one instance, Russian – sides of the family were all enjoying catching up with each other’s news. 


The day was blissfully hot and a light breeze from the sea was gently stirring the needles of a giant cedar. At the centrepiece of an immaculately manicured lawn on which a score of elegantly dressed couples were strolling, and where children were playing, the wide-spreading branches were giving shade to the Queen, who, small and squat and dressed entirely in black, was seated in a bath chair.


As always at the August get-together, the Queen was taking the opportunity of conducting a series of one-to-one in-depth chats with those members of her family who were approaching the age when a dynastic marriage for them needed arranging.


May Teck, who was twelve and too young for such a tête-à-tête, watched from a safe distance as sixteen-year-old Princess Victoria of Hesse and by Rhine was seated next to the bath chair while the Queen embarked on what, in her eyes, was a very necessary grandmotherly interrogation.


Hoping it would also be a gentle one, for Vicky’s mother had died only eight months earlier, May scanned the lawn in the hope of catching sight of Vicky’s slightly younger sister, Ella, and her much younger sister, seven-year-old Alicky.


Their bereaved father was standing nearby in conversation with the Prince of Wales. All children in the family referred to the adults as either Aunt or Uncle, no matter what their actual relationship to them was. So although the Prince of Wales was her second cousin, to May he was ‘Uncle Wales’ because of the age difference between them, just as the Queen was ‘Aunt Queen’. 


Uncle Wales was one of her least favourite people, because he chaffed – teased in a way that was unkind. Not wanting to draw his attention, May moved away, walking across to where, at a white-clothed table, her mother, Princess Mary Adelaide – known by her royal title as the Duchess of Teck – was indulging her passion for cream cakes in the company of the Princess of Wales. Although May always went out of her way to avoid her Uncle Wales, she adored his graceful, stylish Danish wife, Alix.


‘Why are you on your own, May?’ Alix asked, with the gentle smile that had won not only the hearts of the family she had married into, but those of her new country as well. ‘My little chicks would love to be spending time with you.’


The little chicks in question – twelve-year-old Louise (always known as Looloo), eleven-year-old Victoria (known as Toria, to differentiate her from all the other Victorias in the family) and nine-year-old Maud – were a little distance away, sitting on a blanket and arguing over a game of Jacks. 


May didn’t find the thought of joining them enticing. Not when, only minutes ago, Toria had pointed out to her that she lacked the pedigree that she, Louise and Maud possessed. 


‘A Serene Highness is far less royal than a Royal Highness,’ she had said, annoyed that May had beaten her at Halma. ‘You’ll never be a country’s queen, but I will, and so will Looloo and Maudie.’


‘No, I won’t,’ Maudie had said, resetting the Halma board. ‘I’m going to marry May’s brother, Frank.’


‘But Frank’s also a Serene Highness, you silly girl,’ Toria had said, exasperated. ‘Don’t you know anything, Maudie?’


‘I don’t know very much,’ Maudie had admitted, ‘but I do know that Frank is the nicest and best person in the whole wide world.’


May, the only girl in a family of four, was well practised at peace-making and, aware that Toria’s annoyance with Maudie was now close to the hair-pulling stage, she’d said hurriedly, ‘I don’t care that I’m not likely to marry the heir to a throne, Toria. I just want to marry someone who loves me.’


‘And who you are in love with,’ Maudie had said. Out of the three Wales girls, she was the only one May regarded as a genuine friend. ‘That’s very important, May. And now is this next game of Halma going to be you and me against Toria and Looloo? And if it is, which pawns do you want to play with? I’m taking the blue, because blue is my lucky colour.’


Remembering the incident, May said now, ‘I’ll come back a little later and play Jacks, Aunt Alix. For the moment, I’m looking for Ella and Alicky. You don’t know where they are, do you?’


Although only in her mid-thirties, the Princess of Wales was deaf and, when she looked blank, May’s mother, guessing the question hadn’t been heard clearly, helpfully answered for her, saying, ‘As they’re nowhere in sight, May, they will probably be on the beach.’


‘Oh yes, of course, Mama. Thank you.’ The suggestion was so obvious that May couldn’t think why she hadn’t thought of it for herself. 


Blowing a kiss to her mother and Alix, and giving the Wales girls and their blanket a wide berth, she began heading across the lawn in the direction of the wooded walk that led down to a private stretch of seashore. It took her a little while to reach the trees, for she had to weave her way between little knots of relatives, the men formally dressed despite the heat, the women a sea of colour in trailing silk gowns worn over bustles to give them a fashionable, swan-like S-shape.


She was so busy skirting around the Crown Prince and Crown Princess of Prussia that she accidentally bumped into one of her aunts.


‘Do look where you are going, May,’ her Russian-born Aunt Marie said, with an air of long-suffering patience. ‘You’re too gawky to wander around with your eyes closed. One of these days you’ll injure someone.’


Aunt Marie had a carrying voice, and fourteen-year-old Georgie Wales, who was standing nearby with his older brother Eddy, cracked with laughter.


May, conscious of how tall she was for her age, felt her cheeks flush scarlet.


‘I’m sorry, Aunt Marie,’ she said, wishing Georgie and Eddy – particularly Eddy − a million miles away. ‘I’ll take more care in future.’ 


Her aunt gave a nod of her head to indicate she had accepted the apology, then moved her lace-edged parasol from one shoulder to the other and returned her attention to the sister-in-law she had been speaking to.


‘Nice work, May,’ Georgie said, highly amused. ‘You nearly knocked down an Imperial Highness.’


May, who had forgotten that Aunt Marie was the only daughter of the Tsar of Russia, said crossly, ‘Yes, I did, didn’t I? And me only a Serene Highness – something your sister Toria has just left me in no doubt about, and which I don’t need to have pointed out a second time, thank you very much.’


‘No need to be touchy. It’s not your fault. You can’t help not being ebenbürtig and of equal birth. Do you fancy a game of croquet?’


‘No.’ The blood had drained from May’s face. No one, absolutely no one, ever mentioned the word ebenbürtig to her. Even Toria, when pointing out that May stood no chance of ever marrying an heir to a royal throne, hadn’t done so. To have referred so bluntly to the stain in her father’s lineage would – even for someone as insensitive as Toria – have been a step too far. In a shaky voice she added, ‘I don’t want to play croquet with you, Georgie Wales. I don’t think I shall want to play croquet or anything else with you, ever again.’


She pushed past him, painfully aware of Eddy having been a witness to her humiliation. When she was safely a good half-dozen yards away she slowed down and looked behind her.


Both Wales boys were standing perfectly still, staring after her, Georgie in comical mystification, Eddy inscrutably – the fashionable way he was dressed making the near two-year difference between him and Georgie seem years greater than it actually was. As his dark eyes met hers, May’s heart began to thud and she whipped her head back round so that he wouldn’t see the effect he had on her.


Even though she was the Wales children’s third cousin, she had always spent more time with them than she had with any of her other cousins. Marlborough House, the Wales family’s London home, was as familiar as her own home, which made Toria and Georgie’s remarks about her semi-royal status doubly distressing. 


She began to give herself a good talking-to and, although still hurt and angry, her emotions came once again under tight control. If Georgie was going to grow up as insensitive of people’s feelings as his father, then there was nothing she could do about it. Eddy, thank goodness, was nothing like his father, although he was an enigma to everyone but his adoring mother. May knew one thing, where Eddy was concerned, and that was that he wasn’t insensitive. His sensitivity was one of the reasons she had such a crush on him – that and his mesmerizing gold-flecked eyes.


Just as she reached the thickest part of the woodland she was waylaid by a forlorn-looking Hélène of Orleans, the eight-year-old daughter of the Count of Paris. ‘The Parises’, as Queen Victoria always referred to Hélène’s family, lived in exile from France in Buckinghamshire and were accepted as being almost family.


‘I’m looking for Eddy,’ Hélène said, appearing to be on the verge of tears. ‘He said he would teach me how to whistle, but I can’t find him anywhere.’


‘He’s on the top lawn, with Georgie.’


‘Is he?’ Hélène’s face brightened. ‘Thank you ever so much, May.’ And she set off at a run in the direction of the house.


When May reached the bay, she was a little surprised to see that it was nearly empty. As there had been no sign of Ella and Alicky on any of Osborne’s lawns, she had supposed she would find them here with her brothers, but there were only two people in sight. One of them was Alicky, who was sitting in a huddle, crying; the other was their twenty-year-old German cousin Willy, who was squatting on his haunches, facing her.


Willy had a reputation for being a bully and, assuming him to be the cause of Alicky’s distress, May burst into an urgent sprint. It wasn’t until she was almost on top of them that she realized that, far from being unkind to Alicky, Willy was trying to comfort her.


‘Your mama is in heaven with the angels,’ he was saying as May floundered to a halt beside them. ‘She’s looking down on you and wants you to be happy, not sad.’


‘But it was my fault she died.’ Tears flooded Alicky’s cheeks. ‘Mine and Vicky’s and Irène’s and even Ernie’s.’


‘Of course it wasn’t!’ Appalled that Alicky should think such a thing, and wondering why Alicky hadn’t also thought Ella responsible for their mother’s death, May dropped to her knees on the sand and put an arm around her. ‘Darling Alicky, how on earth could your brother and sisters have been responsible for your dear mama’s death?’


Alicky’s face was ashen. ‘Because if she hadn’t nursed us when we had the diphtheria, she wouldn’t have caught it and wouldn’t have died.’


She hiccupped, the tears still falling.


Willy, whose mother was Alicky’s aunt and who knew all the details of his aunt’s death – and was aware that May clearly didn’t – said to May, ‘Just before Christmas, Vicky fell ill with diphtheria, and then Alicky, Marie, Irène and Ernest soon followed. Ella was spared, because she was staying with relatives. Despite the doctors’ and Aunt Alice’s nursing care, Marie couldn’t be saved, and then Aunt Alice caught it and died – and the way she died . . .’


He left the rest of his sentence unsaid, and May understood why. When someone died from diphtheria, they choked to death. Did Alicky know that was how her mother had died? If she did – even worse, if she had been nearby at the time – it was no wonder she was still so grief-stricken at the horror of it.


She tried in vain to think of some way of comforting or distracting Alicky, but couldn’t. May rarely felt out of her depth, but grief combined with guilt – no matter how irrational that guilt – was something totally outside her experience. To her great surprise, it was Willy – generally accepted as being the oddest of the many oddballs in the vast tribe of their family – who came to the rescue by bringing Alicky’s attention to the deformity that he usually went to huge lengths to hide.


‘Everyone has something terrible happen to them, Alicky.’ He indicated his foreshortened and withered left arm, with its abnormally small hand. ‘Look at this. This is because, when I was born, I came out all wrong.’


Alicky hiccupped again and stopped sobbing, her attention caught now. She didn’t quite know what he meant by ‘having come out all wrong’, because storks brought babies and she thought they would be careful about doing so. Like May, she had never previously known Willy to voluntarily remove his hand from one of his specially tailored jacket pockets and, as he did so now, she was riveted.


So was May.


Willy’s deformity would have been dreadful for anyone. For someone who was already a prince, and who would one day be Crown Prince and eventually Emperor, it was dreadful on a scale that was truly calamitous. Kings and emperors were not supposed to be disabled. They were supposed to be fine figures of men who rode on magnificent white horses at the head of glorious ceremonial parades, and Willy had horrendous difficulties with anything that needed balance and physical coordination.


Just as the rest of the male members of the family were in formal dress at an informal party, so was Willy, although in his case, because he was a lieutenant in the 1st Foot Guards, he was wearing military uniform. As Alicky seemed about to begin crying again, he quickly removed the glove on his left hand. His little paw was as white and flaccid as a small, beached sea creature.


Alicky wiped her tears away. ‘Is it always like that? Does it ever move?’


‘Only if I move it with my good hand.’ To prove his point, he lifted it with his right hand and then let it fall, so that it once again lay inert on his thigh, the fingers clawed.


A seagull was circling around them, hopeful of food. May shooed it away. Alicky said with a perplexed frown, ‘Were you born like that, Cousin Willy? Or did it just happen to you, like catching diphtheria happened to me and Mama?’


Willy hesitated and May, whose mother chatted to her with no holds barred, wasn’t surprised. The story of Willy’s gory birth was not suitable for a sensitive seven-year-old. It had been what her mother had described as a ‘breech birth’, which apparently meant that he’d been born bottom-first. In the struggle to bring Willy into the world, the court physician used forceps and, in doing so, the ligaments and nerves in Willy’s left shoulder were hideously damaged, resulting in an arm that had never grown or functioned properly and which, for Willy, was a complete and utter catastrophe.


Alicky asked again, ‘Were you born like that, Cousin Willy, or did it just happen?’


Willy said, mercifully not elaborating, ‘I was born like this.’


A braid of red-gold hair had fallen forward over Alicky’s shoulder and she flicked it back. ‘Does it make you feel different from everyone else?’


Willy gave a mirthless laugh. ‘I’m as different as the Man in the Moon is from everyone else. How could I not be? Do you know how my grandfather refers to me? He calls me the “defective” prince. Even worse, my mother is of the same opinion. You have no idea of the tortures I had to endure as a child. All carried out not for my sake, but because having been brought up to believe herself perfect, my mother couldn’t bear to be seen as having given birth to a child so glaringly imperfect. She insisted that the arm had to be made good, no matter how much I suffered in the attempt.’


‘But how could it be made good?’ May knew it was indelicate to ask, but she couldn’t help herself. In all the family gatherings she had been to at Osborne, she had never previously had such an interesting time. ‘What could the doctors do?’


‘When I was approaching toddlerhood, my right arm was strapped to my side, in the hope it would miraculously result in my using the left arm. I didn’t, of course. How could I? All it did was hinder my learning to walk, because it affected my balance and meant I did nothing for years but fall over. And when strapping my good arm to my side didn’t work, I was given animal baths.’


‘Animal baths?’ May stared at him wide-eyed. ‘What are animal baths?’ 


‘It’s when an injured limb is placed inside a freshly killed animal. In my case, the animal was a hare. I was only four at the time, and I can’t begin to tell you how terrifying the experience was.’


May felt ill. ‘But why on earth . . .?’


‘God only knows. Presumably the doctors thought doing so would energize my arm, but the only result was that I had nightmares about dead furry things for years.’ Willy shielded his eyes, looking out to sea, to where the Danish royal yacht lay at anchor. ‘After dead hares, I had electric-shock treatments, which were supposed to jolt my arm into life; and when they failed, I was strapped into an iron arm-stretching machine for an hour every day. The only outcome, for the years and years of medieval torture, was that it emphasized my difference from everybody else in the family. I’m so much of an outsider that sometimes I don’t feel part of the family at all.’


May drew in an unsteady breath. That anyone else in the family should feel as she did − even if for a very different reason – was such a revelation that it made her feel dizzy. Even though Willy was eight years her senior and an adult, she suddenly identified with him in a way she had never done with any of her other cousins.


Willy began one-handedly taking off his footwear. ‘I fancy a paddle to cool down. Are you coming, Alicky? May?’


Alicky looked doubtful, but May, who didn’t want the unity that had so unexpectedly been forged between the three of them to come to an end, said encouragingly, ‘Come on, Alicky. I’m going in. Do you know Granny Queen has a bathing machine so that she can go into the sea and sea-bathe?’


Alicky hadn’t known and, as May began undoing the buttons on her white boots, she said, ‘Is Granny Queen your granny as well, May?’


‘No.’ May took off her boots and began undoing Alicky’s. ‘The Queen is my mother’s first cousin, and though she isn’t my aunt, she allows me to address her as if she is, and it is how I always think of her.’ 


With their boots off, they peeled off their long white stockings and then, hand-in-hand, began running towards the sea.


‘I wish I’d brought my bathing costume,’ Willy shouted, his trouser legs rolled up to his knees. 


May also wished she had her bathing costume with her. She could have changed into it in the privacy of the bathing machine. Scooping her skirt and petticoats as high and as far away from the water as she could, she splashed towards him, amazed at how much fun Cousin Willy – whom she had always regarded as being no fun at all – could be.


Suddenly he frowned. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he looked towards the far end of the beach where two figures could be seen. ‘Do you think that’s Ella?’ He was rigid with tension. ‘And is that Louis of Battenberg with her?’


‘Yes, it’s Louis.’ May had exceptionally good eyesight. ‘But it’s not Ella he’s with. It’s Vicky.’ Willy’s shoulders sagged in relief and she said, ‘Why would it have mattered if it had been Ella?’


‘Because I’m in love with Ella, and I’m going to marry her. I made up my mind about it a year ago. The last thing I need is Grandmama matchmaking Ella with anyone.’


May’s eyebrows rose. Ella was just fifteen and she thought even Aunt Queen would think that a little on the young side for serious courtship.


Alicky pulled on May’s hand, whispering anxiously to her behind Willy’s back, ‘Ella won’t want to marry him. She doesn’t like him. Do you think we should tell him? It doesn’t seem fair for him to be hopeful, when he’s going to be so disappointed.’


‘I don’t think any good would come of telling him,’ May whispered back. ‘It would only upset him.’ 


She didn’t add that, as his grandmother would already have a bride lined up for Willy, there was no point. She wondered who the bride would be and rather thought that in four years’ time, when she would be sixteen, it would be Looloo. For what could be more dynastically perfect than another marriage between the House of Coburg and the House of Hohenzollern? That they were first cousins wouldn’t be seen as a drawback. Aunt Queen had never made a secret of her belief that marriages between first cousins strengthened the royal bloodline.


Suddenly Willy said, ‘Time for us to leave.’ 


May saw why. Uncle Wales was strolling from the woodland onto the beach, and with him were Alicky’s father and the Duke of Connaught. 


Willy was already striding rapidly out of the water, but not rapidly enough.


‘Whoa there, Willy!’ Uncle Wales shouted, cigar in hand. ‘What’s this love of the sea? Are you thinking of leaving the Foot Guards for the Navy? And which navy?’ He bellowed with laughter. ‘The Royal Navy, the oldest and biggest in the world, or the Kaiserliche Marine, the newest and the smallest?’ 


May couldn’t see Willy’s face for he was bending over, rolling his trouser bottoms down, but she see could that he was tense with rage at the slur on the size of his country’s navy.


Certain that his uncle would make more of what he always referred to as his ‘teases’, if he were to put his boots on one-handedly in front of him, Willy scooped them up and, without turning his head to say goodbye to May and Alicky, marched off in the direction of the footpath, his shoulders ramrod-straight, the back of his neck still crimson.


May and Alicky were left facing a wall of disapproval, sensing that one of the reasons for it was that Alicky’s nanny wasn’t with them. Before Alicky’s father could say so, May pre-empted his scolding by saying, ‘Cousin Willy has been awfully good at looking after us, Uncle Ludwig. Because he’s an army officer, we felt very safe.’ 


Picking up their stockings and boots, she took firm hold of Alicky’s hand. ‘And now, if it’s all right, we’re going to join Looloo, Toria and Maudie on the lawn for a game of Jacks.’ 


Without waiting for a reply, and still holding Alicky’s hand, she set off towards the trees, walking as speedily as Willy had. Only when they had reached them did she come to a halt.


‘I wasn’t fibbing when I said we were going back to the lawn to play Jacks with the Wales girls,’ she said, helping Alicky on with her boots. ‘It’s something I promised Aunt Alix I would do. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘No. I like playing Jacks, and I like Looloo and Maudie.’


‘What about Toria?’ 


Alicky frowned. ‘I don’t like Toria so much.’


‘Why?’ May was intrigued.


‘Because she’s a cat,’ Alicky said and, in complete agreement about Cousin Toria, they set off at a run up the woodland path.







   

Chapter Two
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AUGUST 1879, OSBORNE HOUSE


Osborne was May’s favourite of all her Aunt Queen’s royal residences. Whenever she stayed there, and if Ella was there at the same time, they always shared a bedroom and stayed up talking long after they should have been asleep.


‘What did Aunt Queen want to talk to Vicky about this afternoon?’ May asked, sitting up in bed in the darkness, her arms hugging her knees. ‘Was it a prospective husband discussion?’


Ella made herself comfortable against the feather-filled pillows. ‘It was, and it didn’t end well. Granny Queen has two suitors in mind for Vicky, and Vicky says she’ll die before accepting either of them. One candidate was in his thirties and the other had a wooden leg. Can you imagine?’


May couldn’t.


‘And what makes it worse for Vicky is that she has a desperate crush on Louis of Battenberg, and for her to marry a Battenberg is out of the question.’


May was about to ask why, when she remembered that Louis’s parents’ marriage had been a mésalliance, just as her paternal grandparents’ marriage had been. Like her, Louis was a Serene Highness and, when it came to being eligible in the family’s marriage market, being a Serene and not a Royal simply wasn’t good enough. Quickly she changed the subject. ‘Do you know Cousin Willy is in love with you, and that when you’re old enough to be married, he plans on marrying you?’


‘Yes. He’s a pest. I didn’t know his hope was public knowledge, though. Who told you?’


‘He did.’


At the stunned expression on Ella’s face, May giggled. ‘Alicky and I spent some of the afternoon with him down on the beach, where, incidentally, I saw Vicky walking with Louis of Battenberg.’


The fact that, after her conversation with their grandmother, her sister had immediately sought out Louis interested Ella, but something else interested her even more.


‘Why on earth were you with Cousin Willy? He’s such a bore – people go to great lengths to avoid him, they don’t seek him out. Once, at Balmoral, when Papa saw Willy approaching him down a corridor, he opened the first door he saw and darted into what he thought was a room. Only it wasn’t a room, it was a cupboard. Even though no one saw him hide, Papa says he felt an awful fool.’


Amused at the thought of the Grand Duke of Hesse’s embarrassment, May said, ‘I think the family have got Cousin Willy quite wrong. He was niceness itself to Alicky and me.’


‘That’s because you’re twelve and Alicky is seven, and he obviously didn’t feel he had to impress you. Papa says Willy’s bad manners and bullying are a way of covering up a secret lack of self-confidence.’


‘Because of his deformed arm and hand?’


‘I expect so. It’s a ghastly handicap. Do you know he needs someone to cut his food up for him? How did his desire to marry me one day come up in conversation? What was he saying about me?’


‘He hadn’t been saying anything. He’d been telling us about the nightmarish time when he was little and all sorts of hideous things were done to him, in the hope of making his arm grow properly. And suddenly he saw Vicky at the far end of the beach, walking with Louis – only at first he thought it was you with Louis. His mood changed so immediately when I told him it wasn’t you; and when I asked him why, he told me.’


Ella swung her legs from the bed. ‘Even if I fancied Willy – which I don’t − Papa would never in a million years give his permission. It was Prussian warmongering that forced our family’s grand duchy into the newly formed German empire, and it’s something Papa will never forgive. He would rather see me married to a Turk than married to a prince of Prussia. I fancy a biscuit. Do you want one? Granny always has some Garibaldis tucked away in a dresser drawer.’


With the Garibaldis retrieved, Ella sat on the side of May’s bed. ‘I hate this having to make a suitable dynastic-marriage business,’ she said. ‘Luckily, Granny Queen doesn’t have Willy in mind for me; she’s far more keen on a marriage that will strengthen the ties between the new Germany and England.’


‘But how?’ May was bewildered. The only eligible young men high-ranking enough to achieve such a purpose were Eddy and Georgie. Although it was obvious they would one day have to enter into politically advantageous marriages, it had never occurred to her that one of the brides might be Ella. Dry-mouthed and praying the groom wouldn’t be Eddy, she added, ‘And who with?’ 


Ella brushed Garibaldi crumbs from the front of her nightdress. ‘Eddy. I can’t say I’m enthused. He’s too much of a mystery. You never know what he’s thinking. But after Granny Queen’s death and after Uncle Wales becomes King and he dies, Eddy will be King – although he won’t be titled King Edward or King Eddy, as his Christian name is actually Albert Victor – and as Granny Queen is now Empress of India, he’ll be an emperor as well. All of which means I will then be both a queen and an empress.’ She stood up and crossed over to her own bed. ‘Which isn’t bad for a princess of a little duchy like Hesse, is it?’ she asked, sliding down beneath the covers. ‘Goodnight, best friend May. Sweet dreams.’


May’s dreams were anything but sweet, and the next morning her mood was glum and would have remained glum if it hadn’t been for Alicky seeking her out. ‘I’ve given Nanny Orchie the slip again, so that we can have another nice time on the beach with Cousin Willy,’ she said, taking hold of her hand. ‘He’s gone down to Granny Queen’s sketching alcove to write a letter to Ella and, when he’s finished writing it, I’m to give it to her. He says if he tried to give it her, she wouldn’t take it from him.’


The semicircular sketching alcove had been built on the far end of the beach so that Queen Victoria could sit in the shade and, enjoying the view, indulge her passion for sketching in watercolours. There was a wooden bench built into the curve of the blue-tiled inside wall, and the ceiling tiles were prettily decorated with exotic yellow stars.


As May didn’t fancy the idea of anyone else’s company, and as the Queen wouldn’t be sketching when she had so many family members visiting, she thought a visit to the alcove as good an idea as any. Walking across the terrace and skirting the island beds of geraniums, zinnias and marigolds, she wondered if it would be a kindness or a cruelty to tell Willy that his grandmother’s plans were for Ella to marry Eddy.


By the time they were walking down the steps to the lower terrace she had decided it would be an unnecessary cruelty – especially as most royal bridegrooms didn’t marry until their early twenties, and Eddy was still only fifteen She wondered if Eddy knew of the plans his grandmother had for him and, if he did marry Ella, if he would be happy.


Because her mother gossiped with her on subjects that girls her age were usually in ignorance of, May knew that some arranged royal marriages – although not many − were happy. Willy’s parents’ marriage was a love match and a happy marriage. Her Aunt Alix’s sister’s marriage to the Tsar of Russia was also, according to her mother, happy. ‘Which is a miracle,’ her mother had said, ‘for Minny was first engaged to Tsar Uncle Sasha’s older brother, and it was only when his older brother suddenly died that she was handed on, so to speak, to Tsar Uncle Sasha.’ In those kinds of circumstances, May thought her Aunt Minnie’s happy marriage was nothing short of a miracle. 


As she walked over an immaculately clipped lawn towards the belt of woodland, it occurred to her that there was another side of the coin to not being ebenbürtig. She would never be in Vicky’s position of having, for dynastic reasons, to marry a man who was not of her choice, when she was in love elsewhere – as May was sure Vicky was with Louis. But would anyone not royal, but aristocratic, marry her, when she would come to marriage without a dowry? And was marriage to someone not aristocratic out of the question, because it would simply never be allowed?


May knew that at her age she shouldn’t be worrying about her future marriage prospects in this way, but she couldn’t help it and, up to now, there had never been anyone she felt she could share her worries with. Now, however, there was. There was Cousin Willy.


He was already seated in the sketching alcove as they walked up to it, and the first thing he did, on rising to his feet, was to hand Alicky a sealed envelope with the House of Hohenzollern crest on it.


‘There’s something I want to talk to you about,’ May said to him, as Alicky put the letter safely in her peggy-purse. ‘The Queen has been talking to cousins not much older than I am about their future marriage prospects, but she’s never going to have a chat like that with me, because I’m not ebenbürtig.’ 


‘That’s a funny word.’ Alicky looked up, interested. ‘What does it mean?’


‘It means “of equal birth”.’ 


Seeing that Alicky was still puzzled, May added, ‘It means I’m semi-royal and that I don’t have the title Royal Highness, only Serene Highness.’


‘And what is it about being a Serene Highness, and not a Royal Highness, that you want to talk to me about?’ Willy asked.


‘Because I’m not of equal birth and no royal marriage will be arranged for me, what will happen to me? Will anyone aristocratic want to marry me, when I’m not an heiress? Papa has no fortune, for he was only an officer in the Austrian Army when he and Mama married, and he and Mama are always in financial difficulties.’


Willy frowned and twirled an end of his narrow, upturned moustache. ‘Then perhaps the Queen will settle a dowry on you.’ He didn’t sound hopeful. ‘Or perhaps a rich member of the peerage – so rich it won’t matter to him that you are not an heiress − will fall in love with you?’


‘But is that likely to happen, when I’m so very gawky and plain? And as I’m gawky and plain now, I suppose I will still be gawky and plain in another four or five years’ time.’


Unable to deny that what she’d said was a very likely possibility, Willy said nothing. 


Not having expected him to, May said dejectedly, ‘And so what is to become of me, Willy? Will I have to marry a commoner?’


‘Lieber Gott, May! You will never be allowed to do that.’ When he was at Osborne, Willy’s English seldom lapsed into German unless other relatives were speaking it, or unless the Queen – in memory of her late beloved husband – interjected a German expression into the conversation. That Willy had done so showed May more clearly than anything else that marrying a commoner was never going to be an option.


Alicky’s pretty face was deeply concerned. ‘Does that mean you are too royal to marry anyone who isn’t, May? And that you are not royal enough to marry anyone who is?’


May squeezed her hand. ‘Yes, Alicky, I think it does. And it makes me feel an outsider and as if I’m not quite part of the family – just as Cousin Willy’s arm makes him feel an outsider and as if he’s not part of the family.’


Willy put his good arm around her shoulders. ‘Then, May, we are kindred spirits. And now we should walk back, so that Alicky can deliver my letter to Ella.’


As they rose to their feet, Alicky said, ‘What is a “kindred spirit”, Cousin Willy?’


‘A kindred spirit is someone with whom you share an experience that no one else shares with you, or truly understands and feels about as you do.’ 


‘Then I’m a kindred spirit, too.’


‘And why is that?’ 


‘Because even though Ella, Irène, Vicky and Ernie miss Mama dreadfully, they don’t feel about her dying the way I do. That’s because I sometimes see her, and even though I was a baby when my little brother Frittie died, I sometimes used to see him, too. When I said so, everyone apart from Mama said I was weird.’


From the expression on Willy’s face, May could see that Willie also thought seeing dead people was weird.


‘And that is why I’m not like anyone else in the family,’ Alicky continued, ‘and if I’m not, then I’m a kindred spirit with you and Cousin May.’


Afraid that Willy was about to disillusion Alicky, May said swiftly, ‘Of course you are.’


‘Then if the three of us are kindred spirits, we should make a pact so that we never ever forget it.’


Willy, who loved anything theatrical, said, ‘And how would we do that, little Alicky?’ 


‘I’ll show you, if you let me hold the medal you are wearing.’


Intrigued, Willy obligingly unpinned a beribboned gilt eagle from his jacket and handed it to her.


With her pale face set in concentration, Alicky drew the medal’s brooch-pin so hard against the side of her wrist that drops of blood appeared.


Then she handed the medal to a horrified May.


‘Now you have to do the same, May, and so does Cousin Willy. Then we rub our wrists together to make the blood mix, and that makes a solemn pact of kindred-spiritness that can never be broken, not ever.’


‘No, Alicky. Absolutely not.’ Filled with revulsion, May tried to hand the medal back to her and, when Alicky refused to take it, she turned to Willy for help.


Instead of backing her up and telling Alicky she was behaving very badly, he was staring at the blood in riveted fascination.


‘I think,’ he said slowly, ‘I think a blood-pact is a very good idea, but as I am one-handed I will need help.’ Taking the medal from Alicky, he handed it to May. ‘If you please, May.’


He was eight years older than her and an adult. Wanting to refuse and yet not seeing how she could, without destroying the closeness that had been forged between the three of them, May unhappily – and feeling a little sick − drew the medal’s pin across the side of his wrist.


‘And now you, May,’ Alicky said. ‘You have to do it as well.’


Wishing herself a million miles away, and with extreme reluctance, May scratched her wrist deep enough to draw a line of gleaming blood. Then she joined with Alicky and Willy in rubbing their wrists together.


It was a shockingly primeval, intimate sensation.


‘What happens,’ she said unsteadily when the deed was done, ‘if the pact is broken?’


‘It can’t be broken. To break it would be to bring about something more terrible than you can ever imagine; something so terrible it would be like the end of the world.’


It was such childish superstition that, as they walked back across the beach to the woods, May was already pushing the unpleasant little ceremony as far to the back of her mind as it could possibly go.


Not for decades would it resurface and, when it did, she was to know with bitter grief that Alicky hadn’t been exaggerating. For their pact had broken and, for all three of them, their worlds had ended – and in ways far more terrible than could have been dreamed, on that long-ago, innocent summer day.







   

Chapter Three
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JANUARY 1883, WHITE LODGE


It was 5 January, and May was helping her father dismantle the drawing room’s Christmas tree and was wondering, as she did so, how her family was going to get out of the dire financial pickle it had got itself into over the last four years. That they had a roof over their heads was due only to the Queen’s kindness, for when May’s parents had married, she had allowed them the use of a large apartment in Kensington Palace. A few years later and at her mother’s request, the Queen had granted permission for them to occupy, as a second home, White Lodge, a Crown property in Richmond Park.


May knew that White Lodge had only come about as their country pied-à-terre after her mother had pestered the Queen for it, in a manner no one else but a close first cousin would have had the temerity to do. The problem was that they still retained their Kensington Palace apartment and, as the running cost and staffing of one home had been beyond their means, the cost of running and staffing two had plunged them into a level of debt there was no obvious way of getting out of.


‘Mama simply doesn’t understand money,’ her father said gravely as, from a stepladder, he handed May a delicate papier-mâché angel with gauze wings. ‘God knows, I have tried hard enough to make her understand that we must live within our means – as have the Queen, the Prime Minister, Baroness Burdett-Coutts of Coutts Bank and the friends who so repeatedly and generously lend her money, but it falls on deaf ears. She simply will not rein in her expenditure, and soon bailiffs will be knocking on our door.’


May knew it wasn’t an idle threat. She had grown up with the knowledge that her loving, carefree, generous mother was also heedlessly extravagant. Her favourite charities always received huge and regular donations. No one coming to her in need ever went away empty-handed. As Mama was a great party-lover, no one – not even the Waleses – could equal her in the lavishness of her hospitality, and there was nothing she liked better than entertaining and throwing grand dinner parties for her royal relations, especially relations visiting from Germany.


When it came to clothes, too, only the best would do and, as she had tried to explain when her husband chastised her for the enormous expenditure on ‘only the best’, because of her size – at a cautious estimate, her weight was close to eighteen stone – all her gowns needed double material, and so she had to pay double the price.


Having wrapped the angel in cotton wadding, May said with a troubled frown, ‘Perhaps if Mama spoke to Aunt Queen . . .?’


The Duke of Teck removed a silver star from the top of the tree. ‘The Queen is as exasperated as I am at Mama’s inability to live within any kind of a budget and, fond as she is of Mama, she has refused to loan her any more money.’


May hadn’t known that the Queen had loaned her mother money – money that had obviously not been repaid – and her cheeks burned with mortification. She took the star from him and placed it carefully with the other decorations in a large box that was thick with more wadding. ‘What will happen when tradesmen refuse us any more credit, Papa?’


‘I don’t know.’ Her father climbed down from the ladder, his face haggard with worry. ‘A solution has been suggested, but it is not one Mama will be happy with.’


‘But if it gets us out of this hideous debt, surely it will be worth trying?’ 


There was such hope in her voice that her father, knowing what May’s reaction was going to be when he told her what the suggestion was, could hardly bear it. He fumbled in his trouser pocket for the pipe that he was seldom without and at last said reluctantly, ‘It has been suggested that we remove ourselves to the continent, where it is possible to live much more cheaply than we do here.’


May’s jaw dropped. ‘But if we were to do that, Papa, everyone will know why!’ The horror of such humiliation made her feel faint. ‘It would be too shaming. It would be mortifying beyond belief.’


She thought of the Waleses knowing it; of Vicky, Ella and Alicky knowing it; of everyone at the Prussian court – especially Willy − knowing it. Hard though she was trying not to show the depth of her distress, tears stung the back of her eyes. ‘It is a nonsensical suggestion, Papa. You must tell whoever made it how stupid they have been.’


‘I’m afraid that is not possible, Pussy-cat.’


‘Dear Papa, of course it is!’ Panic rose in May’s throat. ‘How can we possibly leave England? How can we leave White Lodge and Kensington Palace? The person who suggested that we do so deserves to have their ears boxed!’


Looking old beyond his years, the Duke of Teck sat down heavily at the room’s vast dining table.


May’s heart caught in her throat. She loved her temperamental father dearly. Although he frequently erupted with exasperation at the annoyances of daily life, and when dealing with her brothers, Dolly, Alge and Frank, he never did so with her. Something else she liked about him was that, unlike other men in the family, he far preferred artistic pursuits to the eternal round of long weekends hunting, shooting and fishing. No one could create a garden as spectacularly as her father, or tend one as lovingly. No one could choose and arrange furniture with such an unerring eye, or know which of his wife’s hats went best with which of her dresses. She had long sensed that these admirable qualities were sniggered at by some male members of the family, and particularly by her Uncle Wales.


As soon as Uncle Wales came into her mind, May was certain she knew where the offensive suggestion of exile had come from.


‘Exile is Uncle Wales’s idea, isn’t it? And it’s one of his cruel teases, Papa. It isn’t something to be taken seriously.’ She was so relieved it was a tease that she could have cried. 


Instead of sharing her relief, her father winced. Fiddling with his still-unlit pipe, he hesitated and then, knowing the moment could be put off no longer, said, ‘The suggestion wasn’t made by Uncle Wales, May. It came from the palace.’


She stared at him, still not understanding.


‘The suggestion was made by the Queen, so now you understand how impossible it is to for me to take no notice of it or,’ he added, in a bleak attempt at humour, ‘for me to box her ears.’


May didn’t respond with even a glimmer of a smile. She felt as if she’d been hit by a sledgehammer. Coming from Aunt Queen, the suggestion had all the force of a royal command. Slowly she sat down at the table next to him. 


He put his pipe down and took her hands in his. ‘I have still to tell Mama, and intend doing so this evening. I am telling you now because I want you with me when I break the news to her. Perhaps a couple of years abroad will not be so bad. We could stay with Mama’s relatives at Neu Strelitz, or with my relatives in Stuttgart.’


May shuddered. Fond as she was of her mother’s Mecklenburg-Strelitz relatives and her father’s Württemberg relatives, she had always been glad that visits to their very stiff and formal courts had never lasted too long. The thought of spending the next couple of years, or perhaps even more, as guests in one of them was a prospect that chilled her to the bone.


‘And so,’ her father continued, ‘this evening I must break the news to your mama and I would like you and Adolphus with me when I do so.’


‘And Frank as well?’


‘I think not. At fourteen, Adolphus is old enough – and, like yourself, sensible enough − to be a support to me.’


‘Frank is only a year younger, Papa.’


‘There is a big difference between being nearly thirteen and being fourteen – and besides, like you, Dolly has a sensible head on his shoulders. Francis hasn’t. Francis would see exile as an adventure, not a disaster.’


Ten hours later, bolstered by the presence of May and Dolly and fortified by brandy, the Duke of Teck told his wife of Queen Victoria’s remedy for their financial difficulties.


Her reaction was neither shock nor horror. Instead, seated on two chairs, for one chair was never wide enough for her to sit comfortably, she laughed it merrily away as if it was all the greatest joke.


May’s father, always ineffectual when dealing with his wife, looked towards May for help.


May said in deep concern, ‘It isn’t a joke, Mama. Papa says bailiffs will soon be at the door and, unless we come up with another solution as to how to live more cheaply, there is going to be no alternative but to do as Aunt Queen suggests.’


Her mother patted her daughter reassuringly on the hand. ‘Nonsense, sweetheart. You forget how close my relationship to Victoria is. I am her closest cousin and I have known her far longer, and far better, than anyone else – be they in or out of the family. The suggestion would have been made when she was temporarily out of sorts, and by now she will have forgotten all about it − as I shall do.’ She beamed sunnily. ‘And I have news that will cheer us all up, for I have come from arranging a lavish redecoration of White Lodge. Just think of it, my darlings. When it is complete we will be as grand as the Waleses are at Marlborough House!’


Facing such blatant disregard of all that had just been said, her husband dropped his head into his hands. Dolly looked disbelieving. May was horrified.


Unperturbed by their reactions, the Duchess said happily, ‘And now, pet lambs, I think it’s time for a late-night snack. Hot chocolate with cream, cheese on toast and Abernethy biscuits, I think. May sweetheart, will you ring the bell?’


For six months it seemed to May as if her mother was right that the word ‘exile’ would not be mentioned again. Then, in mid-July, as the anxiety was beginning to fade, her mother received a note from the Queen saying that she would like to receive a visit from her at Windsor.


‘How delightful,’ May’s mother said blithely, not fearing the worst. ‘And you must come with me, May. I know the Hessians are there on a summer visit, and I believe the Edinburghs are at the castle as well. It will be so nice for you, May, meeting up with your little Edinburgh cousins, and with Ella. At eighteen, it’s high time Ella was married. I wonder if that is why she and her family are now at Windsor? I wonder if an announcement is about to be made?’ 


‘An announcement?’ Ella asked, after she and May had found an unoccupied room in one of Windsor Castle’s turrets and were sitting opposite each other on a cushioned window-seat, their knees pulled up to their chests, their feet toe-to-toe. ‘Absolutely not – although Granny Queen living in the hope of one is why I’m here.’


‘And is her bridegroom of choice still Eddy?’ May asked tentatively, trying to disguise in her voice the hope that it wasn’t.


‘Yes. He was here when I arrived. Granny Queen’s idea was that the two of us could spend time acclimatizing ourselves to the prospect of spending the rest of our lives together and that, when we had, an announcement would be made. Only it isn’t going to be made because – unlike so many of our aunts and cousins – I am not going to be bullied by Granny Queen into a marriage I don’t want. I’m not going to marry Eddy. He’s far too unreadable and we just don’t suit each other. I’m going to marry Sergei.’


Hard on the heels of relief that she wouldn’t have to attend Ella and Eddy’s wedding came complete bewilderment. Sergei? May’s mind raced. Who on earth was Sergei?


As if May had put her thoughts into words, Ella said, ‘Sergei is a younger brother of Tsar Uncle Sasha. His mother is a princess of Hesse, and so he’s been visiting my family all his life.’ She giggled. ‘He tells me he once bathed me when I was a baby, but I don’t think I believe him. He’s twenty-six, so he would only have been seven or eight at the time.’


May tried to get her head around the idea of a little boy of seven or eight bathing a baby and couldn’t. To her, it all sounded most odd.


Something else seemed even odder, for if Sergei was a brother of Uncle Sasha, who had inherited the Russian throne two years ago after his father’s assassination, then he was the brother of her Aunt Marie. And that Ella was contemplating marriage to someone she had grown up referring to as ‘uncle’ was, to say the very least, bizarre. Not letting her thoughts show, she asked, ‘And has Sergei asked you to marry him?’


Ella shot her a happy smile. ‘No, but I know he’s going to soon.’


May had never before been so aware of the age difference between them. At sixteen, she hadn’t as yet officially ‘come out’, but Ella, only two years older, had twice been offered the opportunity to one day be both a queen and an empress, for if she hadn’t rejected Willy, she would one day have been the German Empress and Queen Consort of Prussia; and if she hadn’t rejected Eddy, she would one day have been the Queen Consort of England and Empress Consort of India. And now, almost unbelievably, she was looking forward to receiving a third proposal of marriage – one that this time she intended accepting.


Aware that her own chances of receiving even one proposal were so slight as to be not worth thinking about, May returned her thoughts to Eddy. With Ella unshakeable about not marrying him, had Aunt Queen already got another prospective bride in mind? And if so, who? And where was Eddy? Was he still at Windsor, or had he already left? The last time she had seen him had been four years ago, for immediately after the family party at Osborne he and Georgie had left the country aboard a Royal Navy ship.


‘And as naval cadets, they are going to be away for three years,’ her mother had said at the time. ‘Aunt Alix is distraught about such a long separation from her darling boys, but Bertie is adamant. He believes that living under strict naval discipline will be to Eddy and Georgie’s advantage, although never having lived under it himself, I fail to see how he can possibly know.’


Bertie was Uncle Wales and, as Eddy and Georgie’s father, his word had been law. Almost immediately after the boys’ return – and without it becoming known whether the hopes of the voyage had been achieved – they had been sent to Lausanne for six months in order to improve their French.


When they had returned a month ago, only Eddy had remained in England, for it had been decided that the Navy was to be Georgie’s career. ‘And he’s now aboard a ship called a corvette, heading for the West Indies,’ her mother had said, on returning from afternoon tea at Marlborough House. ‘Poor dear Alix is prostrate.’


Not wanting to betray her interest in Eddy to her mother, May hadn’t asked where Eddy was, or what it was that he was doing.


Just as she was about to casually ask Ella if he was still at Windsor, Ella said, ‘Eddy left for Sandringham yesterday. He wasn’t happy about it, as he is to spend the next couple of months holed up there, cramming in preparation for Trinity College in October.’


That he wasn’t still at Windsor was a body-blow of disappointment. Hiding it, as she did so many of her feelings, May said, ‘Is Trinity an Oxford college?’


‘No, Cambridge. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? One of the Waleses at university? I’ve never seen any of them with a book in their hands. And that goes for Uncle Wales and Aunt Alix as well.’ 


That the stylish Prince and Princess of Wales were philistines when it came to the arts, and that their lack of interest in the quality of their children’s education had resulted in their children being seriously under-educated, was something everyone in the family was well aware of. May knew that none of her other cousins would have had to be sent to Lausanne for six months to improve their French, for by the time they were six or seven they had all spoken both French and German fluently, and in many cases – though not hers – Russian as well. 


‘Eddy may well begin to enjoy reading, once he’s somewhere that reading isn’t an activity to be scoffed at,’ she said, not seeing why he should be blamed for something that wasn’t his fault. ‘Mama says Eddy and Georgie’s tutor was hopeless and bored them to tears, by only ever giving them things to learn by rote. And although I think Georgie quite enjoyed his years at sea as a naval cadet, I don’t think Eddy did. I think Eddy hated it.’


‘Why? Has he said so?’ 


‘No. It’s just a feeling I have. I think he’s . . .’ She hesitated, not wanting Ella to laugh. ‘I think he’s a little like my papa. I think he’s artistic.’


‘Then I don’t envy him.’ There was dark humour in Ella’s voice. ‘If he is artistic, he won’t be allowed to give any expression to it at Marlborough House.’ She swung her feet to the floor and changed the subject to one that was troubling her. ‘What did you think of Willy having married plain and pious Dona of Schleswig-Holstein?’


‘It came as a surprise.’ May stood up and slid a hand through the crook of Ella’s arm. ‘Did he do it on the rebound?’


‘Yes. I’d told him, after the letter he sent to me via Alicky when we were last at Osborne, that I was never going to marry him; that I was going to marry Sergei. He said I was the love of his life and that if he couldn’t marry me, it didn’t matter whom he married. And three weeks later his engagement to Dona was announced. I’m just so desperately hoping they will be happy together, because if they aren’t . . . if they aren’t, I shall feel so responsible.’


May’s common sense seldom let her down. ‘There’s no reason why you should feel responsible for anything to do with Willy and Dona’s relationship,’ she said robustly. ‘You never gave him any encouragement, and he should have accepted years ago that you were never going to marry him. If he had, he would most likely have been over you by now. As it is, he isn’t and he’s chosen to marry Dona – who Mama says adores him and will never give Willy the slightest trouble – and his happiness is now in his own hands. It isn’t something you should feel responsible for.’


‘Thank you, May.’ Ella’s relief at May’s response was profound. ‘You are so clear-sighted about things, and there are times when I’m not. Have we to go and find the Edinburghs? As I’m set on Aunt Marie becoming my sister-in-law, I’ve been spending as much time with her as I can. Do you know she smokes Black Russian cigarettes? And that she always makes a conscious effort to wear more jewellery than anyone else? She says that, being both the daughter of the late Tsar and the sister of the present one, it’s her duty to do so.’


They left the room and began clattering down the spiral stone steps.


‘Our little cousins are just as bad,’ Ella continued. ‘When she plays at dressing-up, Missy does so with a Romanov tiara on her head and a rope of Catherine the Great’s black pearls reaching down to her feet.’


At the bottom of the steps, May said, ‘I can understand Cousin Marie having been nicknamed “Missy”. It’s a nice nickname. But how on earth did Victoria Melita get the nickname “Ducky”?’


‘I’ve no idea. Perhaps it’s to do with ducks and water, Uncle Affie being the only one of Granny Queen’s children to be a naval man? I believe it caused quite a stir in the family when he married the then-Tsar’s only surviving daughter. It’s strange, isn’t it, that when Missy and Ducky are only half-Russian, they always seem wholly Russian? The nice thing about it is that their temperaments, like Sergei’s, are too fiery for them ever to be dull.’


May was wary of fiery temperaments and certainly wouldn’t have found one an advantage in a prospective husband, but it didn’t seem the right time to say so. 


As they walked towards the Crimson Drawing Room she struggled over whether or not to tell Ella about the suggestion of exile that the Queen had made, and which she might now be making for a second time – only this time to her mother, and with far more force.


She thought of how horrified and sympathetic Ella would be, and decided against it. If it did come to living in exile, she didn’t want sympathy. Sympathy would be more than she could bear. And if she was wrong about the purpose of her mother’s invitation to Windsor, then there was no need for her to let anyone, even Ella, know how shamefully close a call it had been.


In the long Grand Corridor they were nearly knocked over, as Missy and Ducky careened towards them on roller-skates, with one of the Queen’s small terriers barking excitedly at their heels.


‘Oh, goody!’ Six-year-old Ducky swerved to a tottering halt. ‘Alicky’s gone off and left us, and we don’t have anyone to time how fast we are going from one end of the corridor to the other. The footmen are being mean and won’t do it, so will you?’


‘Yes,’ Ella said.


May asked, ‘Where has Alicky gone, Ducky? Do you know?’


‘No. She’s nice for a little while, and then she always falls quiet and goes off on her own.’


May had no intention of leaving Windsor without having spent time with Alicky, and she was just about to tell Ella that she was going off to find her, when her mother entered the far end of the Grand Corridor, looking visibly distressed.


There could only be one reason for her always happy-go-lucky mother to have lost such self-control. Certain of what it was, it felt for a moment to May as if the world had stopped spinning. Sucking air into her lungs, she began running as fast as she could towards her distraught mama.







   

Chapter Four
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JULY 1883, WHITE LODGE


An hour later, on the short carriage ride from Windsor to White Lodge, her mother was still complaining bitterly at what she termed the ‘barbaric’ treatment they were receiving.


‘Although not from Victoria,’ she had said emphatically as, with a handkerchief, she had dried her eyes. ‘Poor, dear Victoria was almost as distressed as I at having to insist we live more cheaply abroad, and she only did so because – and you will hardly believe this, May – because all of my closest family – your maternal grandmama, my sister and my brother – have all insisted that we abandon White Lodge and that we do not even keep our apartment at Kensington Palace. It is they who begged Victoria to intervene in this matter. It is outrageous that family who should be helping us financially have said they will do so no longer, when they know that, of all people, I am the person least prone to extravagance and that I am not at all responsible for our situation. If it hadn’t been for your Teck grandmama having been non-royal, Papa would be heir to the throne of Württemberg now and we would be living in Stuttgart, with no financial difficulties whatsoever.’ 


She drew in a deep, shuddering breath, but to May’s relief was no longer crying.


‘And to think of all the little economies I have been driven to practise,’ her mother continued indignantly as the carriage rattled through the gates of White Lodge ‘Hoarding pieces of string! Keeping used paper from parcels! And it has been suggested that when we remove ourselves to the continent – which we are to do almost immediately – we occupy a small apartment in Frankfurt. Over my dead body will I live in a small apartment in Frankfurt!’ 


A few hours later, as a family discussion was being held around the dining table, she said emphatically, ‘Wherever we remove to, it will never be Frankfurt.’


‘Or Neu Strelitz,’ her husband said, not having the slightest desire to be surrounded by his wife’s close relatives for what could well be a permanent stay.


‘Or Stuttgart,’ said Dolly, who hated the rigid formality they had to endure there.


A box of chocolates was conveniently to hand and, helping herself to a strawberry cream, Princess Mary Adelaide said firmly, ‘Wherever we go, it must be somewhere suitably fashionable. I understand from Aunt Marie that Florence is a great favourite with Russian royals.’


The Duke of Teck said encouragingly, ‘And not only with Russians, my pet. Queen Natalie of Serbia spends several months each year in Florence, and Mecklenburg-Strelitz and Württemberg cousins visit the city regularly. We shall not be without society, and there will be museums and galleries to interest May.’


‘Then Florence it is!’ From being in the depths of despair, their mother’s natural optimism was beginning to resurface. ‘And now I must order new gowns and furs. I cannot risk being thought a dowd by Russian royals.’


Later that night May wrote three letters. The first was to Ella: 


Dearest Ella, 


I have no idea for how much longer you are to be at Windsor, but I doubt Mama and I will be there again before you return to Hesse and there is news I want to tell, before you are told it by others. Mama’s distress this afternoon was because something we have long feared has now become a certainty. White Lodge and our apartment at Kensington Palace are to be given up and we are soon to leave for a new life in Italy. The move is not one of choice, but of a very essential need to live more economically (although my mama, out on another shopping trip, hasn’t grasped this yet). I didn’t say anything this afternoon, as I was hoping another way would be found to resolve Mama and Papa’s unhappy financial situation. When we are settled I will forward you an address so that you can write to me. I do so want to be kept in touch with everyone and with extended family gossip – especially anything to do with your love life and with Vicky’s love life!


Best love, May x


Not wanting Alicky, who was so much younger, to be distressed on her behalf, she wrote: 


Dearest Alicky, 


Just a little note to tell you some very exciting news. I am shortly going to be leaving dear old England and moving to Italy with my mama and papa and three brothers. (Although only my youngest brother, Alge, will be staying permanently with us in Italy, as my older brothers, Dolly and Frank, attend an English boarding school and will continue doing so.) Italy is going to be a wonderful adventure and, when I have an address, I will make sure I send it to you. I’m so sorry Mama and I had to leave Windsor yesterday before I’d had the chance to meet up with you, but Mama was taken a little unwell and so we had to leave for home in rather a hurry. (And please don’t worry about my mama. She is much better now.)


Much love, your Kindred Spirit, May x


And to Willy she wrote: 


Dear Cousin Willy, 


You will no doubt soon hear on the grapevine that, in their best interests, my mama and papa have been asked to withdraw to the continent for a period of some years. I, of course, will be going with them and so, as well as being of unequal birth, I will be an exile as well – all of which will make me a double outsider. Not something that anyone else in the family (apart from Alicky) has the faintest perception of. To everyone else I shall, of course, be putting an extremely brave face on things, but it is a welcome relief, in this short letter to you, not to have to do so. Please give my best regards to Dona and to your parents. 


With much affection, your Kindred Spirit, Cousin May


The next few weeks were a frenzy of activity, none of which helped May come to terms with the thought of leaving the only two homes she had ever known. Even worse was when the bailiffs came to White Lodge. Her mother avoided the humiliation by fainting upon their arrival. May and her father had no option but to endure it. Just as bad, if not worse, was when it was decided (although not by her mother) that, in order to pay off their creditors, many personally owned contents from Kensington Palace would have to be sold at public auction. 


Torturing herself to the utmost, May attended the auction, not showing a flicker of her inner agony as people pawed over and speculated on her family’s much-loved paintings and pieces of furniture. The stuffy smell of the saleroom, the sound of the gavel coming down time and time again, as one item and then another disappeared into the ownership of strangers, was a nightmare she would never, to the end of her very long life, forget. By September, with the agreement that their future living expenses would be funded with money to be paid back when May’s maternal grandmother died and her mother came into her inheritance, they were ready to leave. It was also money that would be under the care of an administrator, and which neither her mother nor her father would have direct access to.


‘Which I think a very great indignity,’ her mother said, hardly able to believe that life could be so unfair. ‘That a granddaughter of King George should have to ask for money that is rightfully hers is a monstrosity. If the dear general public knew of it, there would be an uprising!’


Her mother’s popularity with the British public was such that May thought her mother might not, for once, be exaggerating. In contrast to the Queen, who spent the best part of the year at the remote Balmoral Castle and never dressed in anything but black, Princess Mary Adelaide’s carriage was constantly spotted on London’s streets. Even in the middle of winter she travelled with the window down, so that when she was recognized and people called out a greeting – often referring to her affectionately as ‘Fat Mary’ – she could lean out and, with her hat bedecked with stylish feathers and swathed in furs, respond with one of her life-enhancing smiles and a cheery wave.


There was one last thunderbolt before they were to leave England ignominiously behind them.


‘It has been requested that we travel incognito.’ The Duke of Teck tried to sound as if this was expected and came as no surprise. He failed miserably.


‘Not travel under our own names, Papa?’ May was incredulous. ‘But why? Are we suddenly to be ashamed of them?’ Angry colour spotted her cheeks. ‘If we are not to travel under our own names, what names are we to travel under?’


‘Your Hungarian grandmother was granted the title “Countess of Hohenstein” on her marriage, and that is the name we shall all be travelling under.’


‘So I shall be travelling – and living in Italy − as May Hohenstein?’ 


‘Not quite, Pussy-cat. When we travel, you won’t be doing so under your family pet name, but under your baptismal name.’ 


‘And so I will answer to Victoria Mary Hohenstein?’


‘Yes.’ With his eyes not meeting hers, he turned away from her; May knew why. Her dear papa was just as mortified at the subterfuge they would be living under as she was. 


It was impossible to keep the news of their enforced exile from the inmates of Marlborough House, and May had to suffer Toria distancing herself from her as if she had a catchable disease, Looloo’s horrified disbelief and Maudie’s tender sympathy. For once, she was grateful that Eddy was still at Sandringham and, for several days, she wondered if she dared to write to him. Not a long letter of course, just a line to say that for the foreseeable future she and her family would be living in Florence. 


The fear that if she did write to him, Eddy wouldn’t trouble himself to respond – or that if he did, it wouldn’t be in the manner she was hoping for, but would be in a way that would entirely crush her – ensured that she never got further than writing Dear Cousin Eddy several times, before screwing the sheets of notepaper into a tight ball and, sick at heart, throwing them into a waste-paper basket. 


By the time the morning of their departure arrived, May had already said goodbye to their spacious apartment at Kensington Palace. She had done so knowing there was very little likelihood she would ever live in it again. As she had closed the door of the bedroom she had been born in – a bedroom that had once, before she had ascended the throne, been her Aunt Queen’s bedroom − she had known that she was not only closing a door on a host of happy memories, but on a part of her life that was irrevocably over; and that she had no real idea of what was to come next. Saying goodbye to White Lodge was not quite as traumatic, for it had been decided that her mother was to retain the Lodge in the hope that sometime in the future they would be able to live in it again.


The plan was for them to cross on the night-boat from Dover to Calais, from where they would not travel directly to Florence, but to Rorschach on Lake Constance for a stay with their Württemberg relations.


‘For as Rorschach is en route to Florence, it would be criminal not to accept their kind invitation that we break our journey and stay with them for a few weeks, to “catch our breath”, as your Papa’s great-aunt so kindly puts it,’ her mother had said.


Frank, who never enjoyed staying with his father’s Württemberg relations, had raised his eyes to heaven and sloped off in the company of Maudie, who, at every opportunity, was sticking to him like glue.


May watched bleakly as, in the deepening dusk, their trunks and travelling bags were loaded into the waiting carriages. Maudie, she knew, was heartsick at the prospect of Frank spending holidays from his public school in Florence, and not at White Lodge or Kensington Palace. It meant that whenever he was home she could no longer look forward to seeing him, and for the last few weeks her face had been permanently wan and frequently tear-stained.


May felt great sympathy for her, but she also knew that the sooner Maudie got over her fixation of one day marrying Frank, the better it would be, for it was a daydream that was never likely to happen. For one thing, although Frank liked Maudie and tolerated the way she sought him out and trailed in his wake, he didn’t have a crush on her as she had on him – and even if he’d had a crush on her, marriage would never be on the cards. As a daughter of the Prince of Wales, a suitably prestigious, dynastic marriage would already have been arranged for Maudie and she would have no option but to do her royal duty – duty that had been instilled in her, and in Toria, Looloo, Georgie and Eddy, from birth.


Royal duty was the reason a homesick Georgie was now firmly embarked on a career in the Royal Navy and was on the other side of the world. Royal duty was the reason Eddy had suffered years as a naval cadet, when May was certain that, given the choice, he would never have left dry land for even an hour. Royal duty was why, if Ella had been willing, Eddy would have been obliged to marry her, no matter what his private feelings might have been. Royal duty was why he would eventually marry someone else who had been selected for him – someone whose father was heir to the throne of a country that Britain wanted to forge closer, unbreakable ties with. To be royal (even to be semi-royal, as she was) was to not have a life of one’s own. If she had been able to have a life of her own, May would not now be about to leave the country of her birth, a country she identified with utterly and loved passionately.


‘Hurry along, Pussy-cat,’ her father said impatiently. ‘The last thing we want is to miss the train.’


As the carriages carrying their trunks and bags rattled off down the drive, followed by the carriage carrying five members of their household staff who were to travel with them, May stepped reluctantly into the carriage. As the horses moved off, she looked over her shoulder only once and then, with tears burning the backs of her eyes, she dug her nails deep into her palms, refusing to let any fall. Whatever lay ahead, she would make the best of it – for making the best of things was what she always did – but that she would be doing so in a land far from her beloved England was a knife-wound to her heart so deep that she could hardly bear it.







   

Chapter Five


[image: image]


APRIL 1884, NEW PALACE, DARMSTADT


The little medieval town of Darmstadt in the Grand Duchy of Hesse and by Rhine was in a fever of excitement over the imminent wedding of the Grand Duke’s eldest daughter, Princess Victoria, to her father’s first cousin, the handsome Prince Louis of Battenberg. 


Royal wedding guests were arriving in an endless stream at the town’s toy-like railway station and the town’s brass band welcomed them ceaselessly with whatever English, Danish, Prussian or Russian anthem was appropriate. Crowds of spectators thronged the streets, waving flags and cheering lustily as horse-drawn landaus carried the guests away from the station and through streets of steeply roofed houses, in the direction of the ancient market square that fronted the palace. Sometimes landaus converged with each other and there would be squeals of recognition from the occupants. Horses would be hastily reined to a halt while, in the middle of a cobbled street, a Danish party of royals fell into the arms of Russian relations, or a Prussian party of royals fell into the arms of the latest batch of arriving English cousins. What Queen Victoria referred to as the ‘Royal Mob’ was out in full force, and the citizens of Darmstadt were loving every minute of it.


The only person not doing so was Alicky, who still felt the same dislike of crowded family get-togethers that she had felt five years ago at Osborne; and this particular get-together didn’t have the compensating factor of having either May or Willy as part of it.


‘The Tecks are still acclimatizing themselves to being exiles and are probably not yet ready to face the family en masse,’ Sergei, one of Nicky’s uncles, said when Alicky told him how disappointed she was that May wouldn’t be at the wedding. ‘And that Willy’s parents are here is reason enough for Willy and Dona not to be.’


Sergei was tall and, although narrow-shouldered, imposing, dark-eyed, dark-haired and with a well-trimmed pointed beard. Few people were comfortable with him, for his manner, other than when he was with children, was too cold and austere for casual friendship. Only on his visits to his mother’s relatives in Hesse-Darmstadt did he relax, turning into a man that few of his fellow countrymen would have recognized.


‘I know that Cousin Willy’s relationship with his mother isn’t all it should be,’ Alicky said, stroking the pet rabbit that was asleep on her lap, ‘but that’s to do with his poor arm and all he was put through because of it, when he was a child. I didn’t know he didn’t get on with his father, either.’


‘He doesn’t get on with his father because they have very different opinions as to how a country should be ruled. When his father becomes Germany’s emperor, he intends to rule as a constitutional monarch.’


That Ella’s husband-to-be treated her as if she was an adult – as she felt May did, in her regular letters to her, and as Willy did in his sporadic letters to her – was one of the reasons Alicky liked her brother-in-law-to-be, but there were times when his conversation went above her head.


She stopped stroking the rabbit. ‘What,’ she asked, ‘does “constitutional” mean?’


They were sitting on one of the broad stone steps that led from the palace to the tree-studded park in which it was set. Making himself more comfortable, Sergei pulled a knee up to his chest, hooked an arm around it and stretched his other leg straight out.


‘A constitutional monarch is King or Queen of a country that has an elected parliament, and the parliament makes and passes laws, not the King or Queen. Your granny, Queen Victoria, is a constitutional monarch – and although that may be all right for Britain and its empire, Willy doesn’t think the newly united Germany should be governed in the same way; and as that is the way his father intends ruling, it is the reason the two of them do not see eye-to-eye.’


Alicky thought this over for a few moments and then said, ‘I like Cousin Willy. I’m a Kindred Spirit with him and Cousin May, but I don’t think he can be right on this. My governess says that Granny Queen is the most powerful monarch in the whole wide world – and so her way of being a queen and an empress must be the right one.’


Eleven-year-old Alicky was soon to be Sergei’s sister-in-law, for immediately after Vicky and Louis’s wedding, his own and Ella’s engagement was to be announced. It was important to him that Alicky, as well as Ella, understood the gigantic differences between the way Queen Victoria ruled, the way the newly united Germany was presently ruled and the way Russia had always been ruled.


He said, ‘Different countries have different histories, Alicky, and both Germany and Russia have very different histories from Great Britain, and so they need ruling differently. They need an autocratic ruler; a ruler who rules without the interference of a parliament; a ruler who is answerable only to God.’


‘And is that how Uncle Sasha rules Russia?’ 


‘It is, and he does so for a very good reason. When our father was Tsar, he was known as “the Liberator” because he made so many reforms. He freed the serfs. He reformed the justice system. He encouraged local self-government. He did all the kind of things your Granny Queen approved of – and if those reforms had been carried out elsewhere, he would have been thanked for them. But they weren’t carried out elsewhere. They were carried out in Russia, and what your Granny Queen and Willy’s father don’t understand is that Russia is so vast and medieval that it can’t be governed in the same way a country with a long history of parliamentary rule is governed. It can only be governed by force and with a whip.’


He came to a sudden halt, a pulse throbbing at the corner of his jaw. Sensing that he was thinking twice about saying anything any further, Alicky asked, ‘And what happened? What is it you aren’t telling me?’


Sergei breathed in hard. ‘My father’s reforms merely inflamed the revolutionaries even more. They made three attempts to assassinate him. On the fourth attempt they succeeded. A bomb was thrown at his carriage as he was approaching the Winter Palace. I was there when he was carried into the palace, his face streaming with blood, his stomach ripped open, his right leg torn off, his left leg shattered. I was there when he died in agony. And so that is why my brother doesn’t rule as a liberator, but as an autocrat, because a strong autocrat – answerable to no one but himself – is the only kind of ruler Russia respects.’


‘Stop hobnobbing, you two!’ Ernie, Alicky’s brother, called out to them from the terrace. ‘We’ve just heard that the Queen’s train has drawn in at the station. Her carriage will be here any minute.’


Alicky gently shooed the rabbit from her lap and sprang to her feet. She knew that she was Granny Queen’s favourite granddaughter, and she wanted to be first of all her grandchildren to run up to her for a hug.


Sergei remained where he was. Despite his sister Marie being the Queen’s daughter-in-law, he knew Queen Victoria had no time for Russia and that she certainly wouldn’t be happy when she learned that Ella would shortly be leaving Darmstadt for a life as a grand duchess in St Petersburg. That she wouldn’t be happy didn’t bother him at all. Ella’s widowed father had consented to their marriage, and so what a stout old lady dressed in black silk thought was, where he was concerned, of no account whatsoever.


Musingly he turned his thoughts back to Alicky. She was a funny little thing; very fine-featured and pretty, and yet very withdrawn. He wondered what on earth she meant by saying that she was kindred spirits with her cousin Willy and with May Teck. Not in a million years could he imagine what she could possibly have in common with either of them. Willy was a self-opinionated know-all who, in reality, knew next to nothing; and although he had never met the Teck girl, Sergei knew she wasn’t even full-blown royalty and that her parents lived a hair’s breadth away from being inmates of a debtors’ prison. 


He took a cigarette from a diamond-studded cigarette case and lit it. Queen Victoria was a notorious matchmaker and would no doubt be putting her skills to good use during her stay in Darmstadt. Her motherless Hesse granddaughters held a special place in her heart and he was fairly sure that, having failed to make a match between Ella and Eddy, Victoria already had another prospective bridegroom in mind for Ella. If she had, the surprise she was about to get when his and Ella’s engagement was announced was going to be doubly unpleasant. 


But what about Alicky? In four years’ time she would be of marriageable age and Queen Victoria no doubt had a bridegroom in mind for her. Would it once again – where a Hesse granddaughter was concerned – be Eddy? He rather thought it would. When Alicky was sixteen, Eddy would be twenty-four and, if she accepted his proposal, she would, as his wife, one day be Queen and Empress of over a quarter of the world’s population.


Except that Sergei was determined she wouldn’t be.


He ground his cigarette out beneath his booted heel and lit another one. He had long ago decided that his future sister-in-law would be Russia’s next empress. Russian royalty had a long history of marrying princesses from the little duchies and kingdoms of Germany, and his beloved late mother had been a princess of Hesse. Once, when he had visited Darmstadt with her and Alicky was no more than three or four years old, his mother had turned to her lady-in-waiting and said, ‘Kiss this child’s hand. She is your Empress-to-be.’


It was something he had never forgotten, and something he was determined to bring to fruition.


His nephew Nicky, the Tsesarevich, was almost sixteen. Once he and Ella were married and living in St Petersburg, Sergei was going to ensure Alicky visited them frequently and that she and Nicky spent as much time together as possible. His plan was that in four years’ time, and with the right encouragement, Nicky would propose to Alicky, be accepted and that when Nicky inherited the throne, his mother’s prophecy would be fulfilled and Alicky would be Her Imperial Majesty The Empress of all the Russias. Best of all, when she was, she would be bound to him by the closest of family ties, and his influence over both her and Nicky would be total.


Despite the press of family thronging around her in the main drawing room, the Queen gave Alicky her undivided attention for far longer than she gave it to anyone else. Yet there was a tension in the air and, when it was suggested that the children should leave the room, Alicky had no choice but to go with them.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asked Ella, as Ella shepherded her from the room. ‘Why is everyone so on edge?’


‘People are always edgy before a wedding, Alicky. Wedding nerves are nothing to get worried about.’


Alicky wasn’t convinced. A familiar knot of anxiety began growing in her tummy. Her father was nowhere to be seen – which was most odd, under the circumstances. Adult cousins, aunts and uncles were also now leaving the drawing room in an undignified hurry. As far as Alicky could tell, only Vicky, Irène and Ernie now remained with the Queen.


As Ella headed straight back to the drawing room, closing the door firmly behind her, Alicky frowned. If her three sisters and her brother were now closeted in privacy with Granny Queen, why wasn’t she? Had Granny Queen decided she didn’t want Vicky to marry nice Louis of Battenberg? Or had nice Louis of Battenberg decided he didn’t want to marry Vicky? What was going on?


Judging by the buzz of conversation and the expressions on people’s faces, her relations were all as much in the dark as she was. She thought possibly Sergei might know, but he was nowhere to be seen. The only other person she could think of who might know was Madame de Kolémine. Pretty, kind-hearted Alexandrine de Kolémine was her father’s special friend and for the past few years had become part of their household. No one had minded, for everyone liked her, and their father was far better-tempered when Alexandrine was around than when she wasn’t.


She went in search of Madgie, her governess. Away from the palace, Madgie was Miss Margaret Jackson, but within it she was the much friendlier-sounding ‘Madgie’. Madgie sent monthly reports on Alicky’s schoolwork to the Queen, who responded by taking a deep interest in Alicky’s impressive scholastic progress. 


‘Madgie,’ Alicky said when she found her, ‘do you know where Alexandrine is? Something odd is going on, now that Granny Queen has arrived. The only people with her in the drawing room are Vicky, Irène, Ella and Ernie. Everyone else has been ushered out, and a footman is now standing outside the door so that no one can enter. If it’s because Vicky is telling Granny Queen that there’s not going to be a wedding after all, Alexandrine will know, but I can’t find her.’


Margaret Jackson pushed her wire-rimmed spectacles up into her hair. She knew very well why the Grand Duke’s adult children were closeted with the Queen. It was because their father intended to marry Alexandrine and was too cowardly to break the news to his mother-in-law himself.


She quite understood his cowardice. His late wife had been one of Queen Victoria’s much-loved daughters and although it was five years since Princess Alice had died, five years was nothing to a woman who was still in black-garbed mourning for a husband who had died twenty-two and a half years ago. 
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