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CHAPTER ONE

June 18, 1931

Limekiln Cottage, Dunfermline, Scotland

Good Lord above, Marion, have you quite gone off your head?” My mother banged the oven door shut and straightened up. Her cheeks flushed, and not from baking bread on the warmest afternoon of summer.

She pushed back graying hair, leaving her palm clasped across her forehead, as if to hold on to reason. “I hope you didn’t accept!” Her voice lifted in pitch and volume. “I hope you didn’t say yes.” Her eyes bored into mine from across the kitchen. “You did, didn’t you?” She threw her hands up—her fingers stiff with anger. “Well, you’ll just have to tell them you are not going. I won’t let you ruin your future because someone plants a daft idea in your head. And that’s final.”

“Oh dear.” I kept my voice light. “And I always wanted to know what it would be like for a maid to bring me my early-morning tea and a footman to clean my shoes.”

It was like putting a match to brandy pudding: her cheeks flared crimson; her eyes flashed a warning. “There is no need for you to be so flippant, my girl. Not when you are about to jeopardize your career with this ridiculous jaunt down south.” She threw her tea towel on the kitchen table. “I don’t understand you: the things you come up with. Did Lady Elgin put you up to this nonsense? Of course she did. I knew looking after her children this summer would distract you from your studies.”

I began to regret my first excited, heedless words. “I have been offered a job teaching the Duchess of York’s little girl …” I reached out to her, my fingers curled lightly around her arm. She shook them off with a twist of her shoulder. “Ma, would you please stop—for a moment?”

“I am trying to stop you—from wrecking your life!”

“There’s a lot more to this than my going to London just because I was offered a posh job.”

She clasped my shoulder. A shake with each word. “All your life you have wanted to be a teacher.” The intensity in her voice softened. “Isn’t that what all this hard work has been for? The letters of recommendation. The Moray Training College agreeing to extend your scholarship for the autumn term. Most people would give their eyeteeth … So, why on earth would you want to throw it all away?” She drew in a breath to continue, her earnest gaze fastened on my face. “My dear girl, you know as well as I do that these people … they are different. Nothing like us. Nothing! Their way of life, their money … their … their …” She wrung her hands in her apron and stumbled into speech again. “Their place in the world. They are demanding and inconsiderate to the folk who work for them. You’d be little better than one of their servants.”

I opened my mouth to say I would be nothing of the kind, but I shut it again. I understood her desperate need to save me from the sort of life my grandmother knew: a housekeeper to a wealthy landowning family. “I haven’t said yes to the job. Because I wanted to thrash it out with you first. You know, the way we always do? Just like this.” She huffed and turned away. “Come on, come outside and get a breath of air—it’s stifling in here. I want to tell you everything that happened, and then you can tell me what you really think!”

A grunt of reluctant assent, but she allowed me to steer her through the door to our garden behind the cottage. I sat her down on an old oak bench under the kitchen window. She leaned back against the stone wall and flapped her hand in front of her face. “Oof, but it’s hot in that kitchen—what a summer!”

She looked out across the vegetable garden. Two ducks glided in to land on the surface of the pond, braked with their wings, too late, and skidded into its far bank: a piece of clownery that always made her laugh, but not today. I watched her struggle for equanimity, or as she put it, to “get ahold of herself,” a lifelong practice in the face of all the adversity and disappointment she had known in her fifty-six years. The rise and fall of her chest slowed its pace, her cheeks, still pink with distress, relaxed muscles tight with anxiety. I went back into the kitchen, worked the pump hard to bring up cold water from the well, and returned with two glasses.

She took a sip. “There, that’s better.” She turned to squint at me, her hand shielding her face from the sun slanting through the leaves of the mulberry tree that shaded the kitchen door. She took my hand in her lap and smoothed its palm with her thumb, as if trying to ease away my wayward thoughts.

“I didn’t mean to lead off quite so …” Her mouth turned down. “You fairly caught me on the hop.” She patted my hand to reassure herself that she had misunderstood. “You’re not seriously thinking of taking up this offer, are you, Marion?”

I curled my fingers around her hand. “First of all, the job is only for three months. I will be back in Edinburgh at the end of September to start my psychology course. Nothing will—”

“Exhausted from overwork and completely unprepared.”

I shook my head. “Not at all; this is a summer job. And I will have the afternoons free to study. There are only two girls in the family. The younger one will be looked after by her nanny. I am to teach the older one: Princess Elizabeth—Lilibet, they call her. She’s five.”

“A governess is not the same thing as a schoolteacher. One is a flunky; the other performs a public service—a vital one, and one sorely needed by the children of working families!”

“Yes, I know that, Ma. But you’re all steamed up over nothing: this is a short-term job, and I’ll be a schoolteacher for the rest of my working life. Anyway, I liked them. She is a nice woman: straightforward, kind, and, unlikely as it sounds, quite ordinary.”

“There is nothing ordinary about a duchess, my darling girl, particularly a royal one.”

I smiled, because the duchess, with her quick blue eyes, her unfashionable wispy fringe of fine brown hair, and her tinkly, girlish laugh, struck me, again, as commonplace. Not the sort of woman a king’s son would marry, even if Prince Albert, the Duke of York, was second in line to the throne: the spare.

Be patient, I reminded myself as my mother said something about the arrogance of aristocrats, most of them with pea-size brains. You know this is an amazing offer. Now, explain why to her—tactfully!

“I didn’t realize it until today, but I have never been out of Scotland before. A summer spent teaching the granddaughter to our king would be a chance to see a part of life that we only read about in history books … years later. It will be good for me: broadening, even!”

Her eyebrows arched high into her hairline, and one shoulder came up: “Who would want to see that? Weren’t your grandmother’s stories of working for Call-Me-God Lord Abercrombie and his family enough? The long, hard hours she endured, she had no life of her own—it was dedicated to making the Abercrombies’ existence one of untroubled luxury.” She snorted. “In those days there was little choice—you got work where you could—God help them.”

I pretended not to see the dismissive shoulder. “They are offering me two pounds a week for teaching one little girl, five mornings a week. Hardly slave labor. Just think of the money I’ll save.” I could see interruptions forming in the impatient shake of her head and lifted a hand. “I think you would like the duchess. In fact, I know you would. She is unaffected, down-to-earth, with everyday manners. Her husband is not what I imagined a duke to be like at all.”

I put my hand on her knee and slowed the urgency in my voice. “The duke reminds me of that man who rented Old Cottage, you remember him—years ago?”

She tilted an incredulous face up at me. “You don’t mean that Mr. Whatsis—the retired postmaster from Glasgow who wanted to live in the country and then couldn’t take the quiet?” Both hands came up to cover her mouth, and she giggled. “But he wasn’t quite right—in the head.”

“Yes, that’s the one. No, I’m not saying that the duke doesn’t have all his marbles. But he’s nervy. Do you remember when Mr. Ross’s cow chased Mr.—I wish I could remember his name—across the fields? He packed up and went back to the city.”

“Came here to retire and lasted a week.” Ma shook her head. “Poor wee chap.” She laughed. “Fancy you remembering him—Mr. Thistle, was it? No, it was Twistleton.” She raised the glass to her lips and took little pecking sips of water, laughing at the memory. “The duke reminded you of Mr. Twistleton?”

“A little bit. He’s not as jumpy or as timid, but he is rather quiet and withdrawn, and he has that same watchful, awkward way about him with people or situations he is not familiar with.”

“Inbreeding, that’s their problem, the aristocracy.”

I ignored her mistrust of the upper classes. “The duke has a nice sort of face; his eyes are probably his best feature when he actually lifts his head. He’s a bit on the skinny side … I suppose, if anything, he’s rather unprepossessing.” I was putting it kindly, because he struck me as a diffident little man who had hung around in the background of Lady Elgin’s impromptu elevenses party, smoking cigarettes as he gazed down at his impeccably polished brogues. “I mistook him for aloof: bored sitting with a bunch of women. Then it occurred to me that he’s probably shy. He certainly let her do all the talking.”

She stopped sipping her water to pounce. “Chatterbox, is she?”

“Lively. She referred to her Highland ancestry quite a bit. Her family are from Angus. She said how much she loved coming home to Scotland. But mostly she talked of her little girls—adorable, she called them.”

A rousing harrumph from my mother at such affectations. A plainspoken Scotswoman who liked her children noisy and out from under her feet: catching tadpoles in the duckpond, scrumping for apples, and making tree forts. I looked down at her thin wrists and bowed shoulders. Her days as a mother of three young children were long gone. I am now her only child, and here I was breaking the news of a job nearly six hundred miles away.

I spread out the fingers of both hands. “This job is a small, cautious adventure before I return to Moray College,” I explained. “The duchess completely understands about my returning to Edinburgh in September to finish my studies. She is really interested in my psychology course—asked me questions.” But no easily impressed fool either. I remembered the way she watched me over the rim of her coffee cup, her cool blue gaze assessing, as she steered the conversation to my job teaching Lord and Lady Elgin’s unruly gang of children for the summer.

“Lady Elgin tells me that you are instructing Andrew in history?” Her fluting, cultured voice held no hint that her family were from Angus. If I closed my eyes, I would have put the duchess’s age at fourteen.

I glanced at Lady Elgin, sitting placidly in her comfortably shabby drawing room, smiling complacent approval at her son’s accomplishments under my tutelage. “Yes, ma’am. Fifteenth century: the Wars of the Roses.”

The duchess tilted her head, a playful smile on her round face. “I hope he is on the York side!” she said to laughter all round. “And the girls?”

“Martha and Jeanie are keeping a journal of the books they are reading this summer. Martha enjoys the Brontë sisters, and Jeanie”—I laughed—“Jeanie is a confirmed Scot: she is completely in love with the poetry of Robert Burns. Mary …”

But she wasn’t interested in the Elgins’ little cousin Mary, stumbling through her first reader. “Good for Jeanie. I was in love with Rabbie Burns too, when I was a girl.” The duchess sat forward in her chair, her back straight, hands clasped in the lap of her powder blue dress in a parody of a schoolgirl called on to recite after tea. “Let me see if I can remember.” She composed her face, eyes upward for inspiration. “Ah yes: ‘My love is like a red, red rose That’s newly sprung in June; My love is like the something-something’”—she rotated a hand in the air—“‘That’s … that’s sweetly played in … tune’?” She lifted her hands and shrugged her shoulders in exaggerated apology.

“M-m-melody,” her husband put in. “My l-l-love is like the … melody.” His wide smile transformed him into a more vulnerable version of his pretty brother, the Prince of Wales.

“Of course, so silly of me. Thank you, Bertie.” She beamed. “My love is like a melody!”

Her peel of self-deprecating laughter, her vitality, and her sense of the absurd warmed me to her. She might have been a girl of my own age and not daughter-in-law to the king, with two children in the nursery. Sometimes we serious Scots take life a bit too ponderously, but this little woman, with her bright smile and her rather ridiculous feathery hat, was fun!

I recounted all this to my mother—leaving out the poetry and the hat.

“And are you quite sure she understands that this is only for three months, that you will be returning to Edinburgh to continue your studies?”

“I will be back in Edinburgh to start my class on the twenty-ninth of September, and they are compensating me very generously, considering I have no experience—except for the Elgin children.” I tried to keep my voice even and firm. My mother’s protestations, coupled with the thought of traveling down to London alone to a strange and intimidatingly grand house owned by a duke, began to eat away at my excitement for adventure.

She sighed. “It isn’t about money, Marion. You don’t need to go all that way to earn a few extra pounds. We have always managed to squeak by on my savings and my war widow’s pension. I am more concerned that you will end up a governess and not a teacher.”

I knew there was another reason for her reluctance for this job, one she would never admit to. I am her only remaining child, and our family is a small one. Both my older brothers were killed in the Great War; my father died after it, his lungs weakened by mustard gas. My mother’s two spinster sisters share a house in Aberdeen exclusively with the spirit of the Lord. A student in Edinburgh could catch the bus home every other weekend. I wouldn’t be able to do that from London.

“And who was this duchess, anyway, before she married?”

“Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon.” I lapsed into the broad Highland dialect my grandmother had spoken, “Th’ duchess is as Scawts as ye ’n’ me, Ma, her fowk ur th’ Strathmores o’ Glamis.”

She gave me a knowing look. “Thun her gerls wull be Princess Elizubeth ’n’ Princess Margaret Rose tae ye, Marion—Their Ryle Highnessus. Ah hawp ye git that straecht.” She shook her head at my desire to work for southern royalty: soft from a life of privilege, and, if my description of the Duke of York was anything to go by, a man who wouldn’t say boo to a cow.

“I liked the way she put it, Ma, when she offered me the job; she said, ‘Why don’t you come down to us at Royal Lodge for a month?’” She made it sound like an invitation to visit, not an offer of employment as an interim governess. “‘And then you can see if you like us, and we like you. And if we get on, you can stay for the summer!’”

July 1, 1931

Royal Lodge, Home of the Duke of York
Windsor Great Park, Berkshire, England

I awoke to the cool, gray light of five o’clock in the morning leaking around the edges of the heavy curtains of my bedroom at Royal Lodge. I lay as I had gone to sleep, flat on my back with exhaustion and my arms by my sides. The only thing I could remember of my arrival was the car turning into the drive in the evening light and the large three-story house, as pretty as a bridal cake, glowing like a pink pearl in the last rays of the sun.

I watched the dark shadows in the room take on the commonplace shape of furniture as the light grew. A large wardrobe took up the wall by the door. Two small easy chairs with needlepoint cushions stood on either side of a fireplace. Books, organized by the height of their leather spines, were arranged in a library in the corner. Ebony-framed watercolors hung on green-and-white-striped papered walls. It was a comfortable and welcoming room, unlike the grand rose- and lily-scented apartments I had peered into as the butler escorted me up the graceful sweep of the marble staircase from the hall to the third floor on my arrival.

As the Daimler had drawn up in front of Royal Lodge, the Duke of York’s country house, I had sat forward, my cold hands clasped tightly across my knees to stop them from shaking. The pristine grand façade, with its windows streaming light in the darkening night, like an oceangoing passenger liner putting out to sea, was intimidating. I felt grubby and untidy. I hesitated, reluctant to leave my refuge, when the duke’s chauffeur opened the back door of the car. In our short journey the man who had rescued me from the confusing chaos of King’s Cross station had become my only ally in an alien world. “Here we are, now, Miss Crawford. Your long journey is finally over.” Mr. Hughes extended a large leather-clad hand to help me out of the car as a tall, gray-haired man came down the steps of the house to the drive. “Good evening, Miss Crawford, I am His Grace’s butler, Mr. Ainslie. Welcome to Royal Lodge.”

This sleek, well-pressed man with his quiet voice was nothing like the fat, patronizing majordomo, with soup stains on his tie, that the Elgins employed. “Such a long journey to make on your own. Your first visit to down south, isn’t it?” He commiserated with my long hours in a third-class carriage, with four changes on drafty station platforms, with an empathetic nod.

I turned to look for my suitcase. “Not to worry about your luggage, Miss Crawford. James will bring it up to you.” A young man emerged from the shadows of the portico and took my shabby suitcase from the chauffeur. I took three steps forward to stand blinking on the bright threshold as James disappeared through a door in the paneled wall.

A black-and-white marble-tiled hall stretched ahead of me. “The princesses are already in bed,” Mr. Ainslie reassured me. “The duke and duchess are out for the evening and will stay the night in their London house, so you will have a chance to relax and get your bearings. Perhaps you would care for some supper?” He half turned as we started up the stairs. All I could think of was getting out of my tweed suit; the house felt incredibly hot after our drafty cottage and the windswept country stations I had waited in.

“Thank you, I’m not hungry, Mr. Ainslie, but I would love a cup of tea,” I said as I stumbled on the top stair. I was too tired to eat and yearned to kick off my new shoes that pinched.

He opened a door in a wide corridor. “This is your room; there is a little sitting room through there.” He waved to a door in the opposite wall. “The bathroom is across the corridor. Please tell James if there is anything you need when he brings up your luggage. Your tea will be with you directly.” He twitched a curtain into place and looked around the room. “We are glad to have you with us, Miss Crawford. A good night’s rest to you.” He left me to the silence of my rooms, and I sank down onto the bed and kicked off my shoes. The door opened again: a maid brought in a tea tray, her eyes alert under lowered lids. She murmured something about bread and butter before she left.

I shed clothes as fast as I could, put on my nightgown, drank a cup of hot, sweet tea, and wolfed down the three slices of thinly cut bread and butter. I pulled back the coverlet and laid my tired body down between crisp linen sheets. Cramped limbs stretched out in gratitude. I pulled the blankets up around my ears and closed my eyes.

“Lilibet—she’s sleeping.” I awoke to full sunlight and a small, round-faced little girl in a white embroidered cotton nightgown standing at the side of my bed. She turned and lifted a finger to her lips.

A taller girl joined her as I struggled to sit up. “Hullo,” she said. Large, clear blue eyes gazed down at me from a serious face. “We did knock, but I don’t think you heard us. I’m Lilibet, and this is Margaret Rose. We are awfully sorry to wake you, but we really wanted to see you before anyone else did.” She frowned that she might have said the wrong thing. “What I really mean is, would you like to join us for breakfast?” Her gravity and self-assurance were endearing, as was the concern that she had intruded. The two sisters politely waited for my answer. They had their father’s large eyes, but their gaze was as steady and direct as their mother’s.

“Thank you, that would be lovely, and as I am sure you have already guessed, I’m Marion Crawford.” I looked at the clock on the mantel. Dear God, it was nearly eight! In order to avoid an undignified scramble for my dressing gown, I asked, “And where do you eat your breakfast?”

Lilibet looked up at the clock too. “At nine o’clock in our day nursery, but you should be there just before. It’s down the corridor to your right.” She smiled; it was a polite, rather tentative smile, and showed missing front teeth.

“It’s buttered eggs today, and they are slithery if they get cold.” Her sister’s candor widened Lilibet’s smile, and she took her by the hand. “Come on, Margaret, we have to go now. Alah gets cross if we aren’t dressed in time for breakfast.”

“Alah is your nanny?”

Lilibet nodded. “She is Mrs. Knight, but we call her Alah.”

Alah. In this orderly atmosphere of sunlit rooms and buttered eggs, I wasn’t surprised that someone akin to God would be annoyed about little things like impunctuality.



CHAPTER TWO

August 1936

Royal Lodge, Windsor Great Park, Berkshire, England

I looked down at the curly head bobbing at my elbow. “Will you give me a boost, Crawfie? I can’t see anything!” At just-turned six, Margaret Rose was still a short, round dot of a girl.

“There is nothing much to see.” I put my hands on either side of her waist and lifted her up onto the base of the stone balustrade that ran along the front of the roof of Royal Lodge. “Better?” I took her hot hand in mine to steady her as she stood on tiptoe to peer down to the drive below. “Yes, a little bit, but it’s mostly all gravel.”

I inhaled the soft summer air: freshly cut grass with an undernote of summer flowers. “You can see the rose garden from here. Look, there’s Mr. Carter cutting blooms for the dining room.” I never tired of this serene view from this exquisite house with its peaceful gardens surrounded by ancient cedars of Lebanon. Neither could I imagine my life without the Yorks’ little girls; they had become a part of me as much as I had become a part of their family.

The letter I had labored over to my mother at the end of that summer in 1931, informing her of my decision to stay on, had been the hardest one I had ever written. The immense distance between Dunfermline and Windsor had yawned greater with every line. Her swift reply, in return, had reassured me that she understood my decision. The York family offered great opportunities for me to experience a different and broader view of life—at least she had the grace to say so, but I knew that she was lonely for my company.

Margaret Rose scuffed the toes of her shoes against the stone as she levered herself up another inch, bringing me back to the present.

“Look, it’s Papa and Mummy. They’re coming out to wait for Uncle David and his girlfriend to arrive.” We both stared down at the tops of two heads below us, one bare in the dull afternoon sun, the other crowned by a pale blue hat covered in mauve silk roses, as the duke and duchess awaited the arrival of England’s new king for tea.

Now she had seen all there was to see, Margaret was ready to play. “Come on, Crawfie, Lilibet will be here in a minute—we’ve got to hide.”

I held her still for a moment longer, as the duchess’s light, clear voice lifted up to us, bell-like in the heavy August air. “He’s going to marry her, Bertie. He probably asked her months ago, and of course you know she said yes.”

I leaned forward to try to catch the hesitant, indistinct murmur of the duke’s reply.

“No, Bertie darling, I don’t think it is a passing thing,” the duchess said through trilling laughter. “He’s completely head over heels. It’s serious this time.”

The duke raised his voice. “She’s … a nov … novelty.”

“I only wish it were that simple.” The duchess’s voice had an edge to it, as if she found his hesitancy, his skepticism of what she was telling him, irritating. “But you know they’ll never let him stay if he marries her.”

I was eavesdropping, but I simply couldn’t help myself. I craned out farther, straining to catch his reply. But there was no need; his voice was strong with conviction. “He would never do that.” The duke was easily exasperated, but there was something else beneath his impatient and emphatic response. I watched the duchess reach out her hand to pat his forearm, the way I had seen her do countless times when her husband’s temper began to fray. She pats him as if he is a highly strung horse, I realized.

The duke cleared his throat. “He would not do that to me—we’ve talked about it.” Then, with the beginning of doubt: “H-h-he has given me h-h-his word.”

“Let’s pray that he keeps it; otherwise they’ll be looking to us to fill the post, and it will be goodbye to our cozy life here,” the duchess said. The blare of a horn, and long green car swooped up the drive toward the house. “Good heavens, what is he driving?”

The duke didn’t answer, but I watched his head droop forward and knew he was gazing at his feet.

“Is that his new car?” She touched his elbow, bringing him back to the arrival of his brother. “It’s green; what a strange idea!”

“Yes, he’s very prou … proud of it; it’s called a station wagon. It’s American.”

“Of course it is. Well, at least she will not be coming up to Balmoral next week!”

Margaret’s hand slipped out of mine to pull on my arm. “Come on, Crawfie, let’s hide behind the chimneys.” I turned away from the roof’s edge, but the duchess’s earlier words were still hanging in the still air, as heavy with warning as the clouds gathering on the eastern horizon: You know they’ll never let him stay if he marries her. What puzzled me most was that her tone had not expressed the anxiety and alarm I had heard in that of her husband. She spoke with the calm complacency of a woman who knew what the future held for her.

“Caught you, caught you both!” Lilibet’s head appeared through the schoolroom sash window. “You aren’t even hiding. Anyway, I always look here first because it’s Margaret’s favorite spot.”

“That’s not fair—you didn’t give us enough time!” Margaret jumped down from the balustrade ledge.

“Yes, I did—more than enough, because Alah made me tidy up the mess you made of the toy cupboard.”

Margaret Rose put her hands on her hips. “It was not a mess; you just like to tidy everything. And we’ve only just got here!”

Hair ribbon coming loose, my little urchin with her scuffed shoes and grubby hands lifted a chin at her freshly washed and brushed sister. Lilibet’s appraising stare was derisive. “Have you seen the state of your dress—how did you manage to tear it? You’ve had ages to find a hiding spot. Now it’s my turn.”

“No, Lilibet, no! It’s just not fair!” Margaret’s continual cry if life threatened to thwart her plans. “Uncle David has just arrived for tea, and I haven’t hidden yet!” Her lower lip jutted in protest.

Lilibet climbed out through the window onto the roof and sauntered past us to hang over the balustrade. “Papa and Mummy are getting into his new car. Where on earth are they going?”

Margaret stamped her foot, and tears rolled down her grubby cheeks. “And now he’s leaving, and I haven’t even said hullo or had tea!”

I crouched down in front of her and held out my handkerchief. “They are just off for a quick spin in His Majesty’s new car. Come now, blow your nose, Margaret. So, tell me”—I lifted her wrist—“what time is it on your new watch?”

“It’s five minutes to flippin’ four.” She giggled at the shocked gasp from Lilibet. Margaret had recently befriended a new page who muttered “flippin’ heck” under his breath in times of stress.

“Just five minutes to four o’clock will do quite nicely, thank you. And what time is tea?”

“Five o’clock.”

“Good girl, so you see we have time for one more round of hide-and-seek, and I do believe it’s my turn to hide. Come on, in you get!” I helped Margaret Rose in through the window and ran down the back stairs to the utility cupboard between the bottom of the back stairs and the house’s main staircase. I would have time for a private moment, or two, to ponder the scraps of conversation I had heard from the roof.

Surely the king has no intention of marrying Mrs. Simpson? All of his previous affairs were with women who had husbands, and he hadn’t wanted to marry them.

The duke’s stammered response to his wife’s determination that the king was head over heels came back to me: H-h-he has given me h-h-his word. My heart went out to a man who adored and trusted his urbane and confident elder brother. But his trust had begun to unravel about the edges at his wife’s insistence that the king intended to marry Mrs. Simpson. Her confident words made his own stick in his throat; he was incredulous that his beloved brother might let him down.

But it is time he married, now he’s king—he’s all of forty-two.

But to Mrs. Simpson? I tried to remember my constitutional history. Our monarch could not marry a Roman Catholic—of that I was quite clear. Britain’s monarch was the head of the Church of England, so marriage to a Catholic was out of the question.

Perhaps the disapproval I had heard in Mr. Ainslie’s and Alah’s voices when Mrs. Simpson’s name was mentioned was because she was a Catholic? No, it was because she was divorced, not from Mr. Simpson, who was very much alive, and apparently also singularly active in London’s hectic social scene. And didn’t Mrs. Simpson have an ex-husband tucked away somewhere in America? I pondered the American’s two husbands. It was unimaginable that our king, however progressive he thought he was, would even think of marrying a twice-divorced woman.

Divorce, such a tricky business in our country, might be legal, but it wasn’t respectable, and the church would not sanction the king’s marriage to this American divorcée while both her husbands were still alive.

As I crouched under the low ceiling of the utility cupboard among the mops and buckets in the dark, the next thought plinked into my head with stunning clarity. If our playboy king of seven meager months, whose coronation was still in the planning stages, insisted on marrying Mrs. Simpson—my head came up so sharply that it hit the ceiling of my hiding place—wouldn’t it cause a crisis of such massive proportions that the only way he could marry would be to abdicate the throne? The fast-thinking Duchess of York obviously thought so. If I hadn’t heard her confident assurances, minutes earlier, I would have laughed off the idea of Bertie as King of England as an impossibility.

I was fond of the duke: the kindest and most generous of fathers, a devoted husband, and a thoughtful and considerate employer. But his drawbacks as monarch were considerable. His reticence and his standoffish addiction to privacy were one thing, but dislike of public occasions and his stumbling and often stopped speech were not the stuff of which kings are made. Poor man, he wouldn’t have the inclination or the stamina for that awful job.

Two pairs of feet thundered down the back stairs to my hiding place, and the crunch of car wheels on the gravel outside reminded me that the grown-ups had returned. Time to pull myself together.

It was a two-pronged attack: Lilibet threw open the door to my hiding place from the back stairs, and Margaret, with the flourish of a determined conjurer, opened the concealed door in the paneling of the main staircase, as the king, the duke and duchess, and Mrs. Simpson walked into the hall.

“Found you, I found you first!” Margaret yelled, fizzing excitement, as both Lilibet and I emerged from the between-stairs cupboard at a more dignified pace.

The duchess’s laughing voice. “Good heavens, Margaret Rose, what have you done to your dress? Come and say good afternoon to His Majesty!”

“Uncle David, just in time for tea.” Margaret threw herself toward him, followed by her sedate sister, who curtsied to the king and then, perhaps sensing her father’s unease, went to his side and took his hand.

The king lifted Margaret up and whirled her in a shrieking circle. “Tea? How did yah know I’m starved?” He set his niece on her feet.

Was I mistaken? I glanced at the duchess and then at the duke. Surely His Majesty was playing some sort of joke: his accent was unmistakably transatlantic. “You haven’t seen my noo car yet, have you, Lilibet? It’s from the States; itsa station wagon.”

“Yes, we have.” Lilibet looked up at her father. “It’s green!” She turned her mouth down, and her mother smiled.

“It certainly is.” Cool in the muggy warmth of late summer, Mrs. Simpson bent down, in a waft of Guerlain, for Lilibet’s dutiful peck, and Margaret Rose’s exuberant smack, on her cheek. The duchess’s spine grew taller at pushy Mrs. Simpson’s vulgar demand of kisses from her daughters. Her eye caught mine, her thin brows raised a fraction before her expression turned to one of polite tolerance.

Standing in the shadow of the open door, I had my first good look at the king’s mistress. Having always seen her from a distance—strolling in the grounds or sipping a cocktail surrounded by friends on the terrace—I was surprised that she was neither beautiful nor even conventionally pretty. Her head was too large, her face too square, with a strong jaw and a bony nose. Her figure was fashionable: angular, almost boyish. She had the sort of shape that looked marvelous in clothes. There was no softness, no feminine curves, and her glance from the king to the duchess was assessing and shrewd. This was no hothouse flower from a long line of overprivileged aristocrats or some rich daddy’s girl from America. Impeccably groomed, exquisitely and expensively dressed in a perfectly cut dress of emerald silk, Mrs. Simpson might not be a beauty, but she was languorous and wickedly chic. Her bare toes peeked out from heeled sandals and were lacquered a brilliant red in the same shade as her hard, lipsticked mouth: an impressive blend of Monte Carlo casinos and the shady Virginia verandahs I had read about in the society columns.

Next to this flawless elegance, the duchess, draped in cascades of pastel blue floral georgette with her hatful of roses, looked overdone and fussy in the August heat. As if she had just returned from opening a church fete. But she stood her ground in the center of her hall: legs, clad in silk stockings, planted firmly apart; handbag hanging from the crook of her arm; and two long strands of unimpeachable pearls around her neck. Elizabeth, the Duchess of York, gazed impassively at the American novelty. A glance that took in Mrs. Simpson’s scarlet toes sharpened into a polite but thoughtful stare as if she wasn’t quite sure what they were doing here in her gracious hall.

Mrs. Simpson tilted her chin in greeting to me. “Miss Crawford, isn’t it? Whenever I visit Royal Lodge, you and the girls are always having so much fun!” Her voice was hard, metallic. I understood why the Yorks referred to her as the rusty saw.

“Hide-and-seek,” I explained, feeling guilty about what I had overheard.

She turned to the king, her back to the Yorks and their children. Her jawbone jutted out on either side of her skinny neck like an adder. “Sounds like fun.” She put her hand on the king’s arm, her round, dark eyes fixed on his. “We should try it sometime.” The look she gave him was the most consciously provocative I had ever seen in my life, and his smiling response so nakedly ardent that I had to look away.

This intoxicating blend of sex and brash sophistication was the king’s married mistress! The moment this extraordinary-looking woman had spoken to the king, I could completely understand why he was standing there with that look of foolish yearning on his face.

Having established her ownership of the King of England, Mrs. Simpson returned her attention to the princesses. “And where were you hiding, in a coal cellar?”

“The roof,” said Margaret Rose. “We watched you all from the roof!”

“So, that’s why you are so sooty!” She was even flirtatious with Margaret. I glanced at the Yorks to see how they were taking Mrs. Simpson’s teasing.

The king threw back his head and roared with laughter, but his brother was silent as he pulled his cigarette case out of his jacket pocket and lit up. I didn’t know whether it was my imagination or not, but the look he cast his brother seemed assessing, with little of the puppylike adulation he usually demonstrated when they were together.

The duchess joined her brother-in-law in his laughter: a silvery tinkle of pure merriment, her smiling face affable but her back rigid with dislike.

“I thought it would be fun to have tea on the terrace; it won’t be too chilly for you, will it, Wallis?” A quick glance at Mrs. Simpson’s bare arms. “Now, girls, off you run to Alah to wash and change for tea.” She dropped her voice as I walked toward her and took Margaret Rose by the hand. “Quite informal, Crawfie, no need for you to change; as you see Mrs. Simpson is perfectly dressed for the occasion.”

Margaret caught her mother’s mood. “Flippin’ heck,” she said under her breath.

“Well, quite,” said the duchess.

If push figuratively comes to shove, I thought as we made our exit to the nursery floor, my money is on the Duchess of York for queen. The smiling duchess would make a far more acceptable consort than Wallis Simpson, even if the British people would be reluctant to lose their handsome king to his awkward, stammering brother.

December 9, 1936

Royal Lodge, Windsor Great Park, Berkshire, England

Dear Ma,

Well, it’s over, the waiting and the worrying are finally, and at long last, over. The king came for dinner with the duke last night. He brought his adviser Mr. Monckton (practically rubbing his hands with delight—he must be making a packet out of advising the king through all this upheaval) and the prime minister—I could smell Mr. Baldwin’s old pipe all the way up from my hiding place on the third floor of the stairwell!

The minute I saw the king’s face, my worst suspicions were confirmed. He was bursting with good spirits: all hail-fellow-well-met and wreathed in smiles, especially for his brother. They walked into the rose drawing room and shut the door, and I went to say good night to the girls.

Just before I turned in, I took the dogs out for their evening walk. When I came up the lawn, I saw there were no cars in the drive, and Mr. Ainslie was standing on the terrace, so I wandered over to say good evening.

“He’s done it,” he said as I came up the steps of the terrace. “What sort of a king would leave his people? His country?” And then he told me what had happened at dinner. The king was in top form: telling jokes and drinking glass after glass of wine, Mr. Baldwin was shoveling down his grouse, Monckton was watching the duke, and the duke was sitting there with his eyes on his brother’s face, saying nothing. Mr. A. left them to their port, and when he returned, the duke was pleading with his brother not to do this to him, and Mr. A. realized it was over—the king was going to abandon the monarchy to marry Mrs. S.

It was terrible to see my dear friend so shaken, and the worst of it was I couldn’t think of a thing to say—other than good riddance!

It’s been an awful week: the duke picks at his food, chain-smokes through the day and probably most of the night too, going by how irritable he is. And the girls wander about, looking scared and trying to be good—even Margaret. I can’t imagine how strange and odd it will be for them living in that barn of a palace after this beautiful house.

But all hats off to the duchess! She is coping admirably. I honestly think that without her common sense and quick wits, our new king would simply fold. I wouldn’t say this to anyone but you, but our soon-to-be ex-king is a rubbishy little man, and our new one a decent and dutiful one who will do his best for his people and his country—once he has recovered from the shock of his brother’s dishonesty.

By the time you get this, you will have heard the news because the day after tomorrow, our ex-king makes his abdication speech on the wireless.

God save King George VI!

All my love,

Marion
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