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PROLOGUE
THOUGH IT IS HARD to be a king, it is harder yet to become one. This is especially true if among those who are to be your subjects and in international opinion it is generally accepted that you are not quite in your right mind, and are some sort of bloody idiot who repeatedly does stunning, inexplicable things that embarrass your wife, your family, and the nation—but not you, because you believe, and state, that you are impeccably sane, and you cannot understand what all the fuss is about.
You refuse embarrassment because you hold that kings and those who would be kings must struggle to find and define their duty and their special place in the world, and are meant to live on the edge. Why do people expect kings to be unlike anyone else, and then punish them for it? Why is a king, who by accident of birth must submit to the will and expectation of scores of millions, or even (as in the case of the British, world-apparent monarchy) thousands of millions, savagely held to account as he forges a tormented youth into what must appear on Coronation Day to be a royal being of evident perfection?
Like a Roman gladiator alternately reviled by or beloved of the crowd, prior to his ascension to the throne the future king lives a life of overwrought luxury, dreadful isolation, and constant challenge. He desires above all to be an ordinary man, if only because a king is kept from the world as ordinary men are not, and the world is an inestimably better and richer prize than any throne. And yet he will fight savagely to achieve his destiny, not because it is attractive to him but because his sense of honour will not let him desert the field. How strange.
But that is theory, and this is the story not only of the royal state but of two people, Freddy and Fredericka, who had to come to terms both with it and with each other. After so many articles in the press and years of frothy gossip, you may think you know them, but you don’t.
My account of what befell them is as unvarnished and pure as a tree on an ocean promontory that has been stripped of its leaves in storm, or a sheep that has been shorn to the pink. It is brutally, literally, and mortifyingly true. This is not because I hold no brief for these two dear friends but because I was asked—commanded—to present their story without argument, polemic, defence, or excuse. For the most part it is a story that I know only as it was told to me. How do I know then, and how can I assure others, that it is accurate?
I know because I was present at the many hypnosis sessions at Sandringham, during which I was absolutely sure that the king was not pretending, for as brilliant and versatile as he may be, he does not have other than in the hypnotic state the ability to read, memorise, and recite backward the Karachi Yellow Pages at high speed, all the while simulating with intense bodily jerkings the paroxysmal death struggle of a salt-water game fish. I know because I used every means to verify all that was related to me, and I know because I have it on the word of someone who has suffered mightily for the sake of such things as keeping his word. But I know most of all because it was told to me, bereft of embellishment, as a duty of the heart and in memory of one who is gone.
I do admit to having taken some liberties of narration. How else could I convey the scope both of their adventures and their transformation? But you cannot trust me, you must trust only the story. I myself am but a cipher to their great account, and what follows is not mine but theirs. And, when you enter, you will be not with me, but with them most certainly. Imagine, therefore, that within these paper portals is an ancient monarchy brought to a parlous state, and a warlike and restless prince lost in a time that for its lack of passion, modesty, and truth was inappropriate to him and broke his heart again and again, but could never break it all the way.
GEOFFREY, LORD PIGGLESWADE
Gower Lodge, Mortlake


I.


THE GARDEN

of EDEN
THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING, WHO WOULD RATHER NOT
THE WIND WAS LUFFING over the tablelands of Skye as a storm built up at sea, but its slow passage promised hours more of sunshine and that the lakes would stay blue. Toward the end of a morning that for September was quite warm, a boy of Kilmuir was cutting across the open land on his way to Staffin. The way was long, with neither road nor path, but the more empty the places in which he travelled and the more space to separate him from all else, the more, in his eyes, he achieved.
At the northern tip of the Isle of Skye are mountains resting in a skirl of cloud risen from the firth. Here, storms are seen from far off and cannot surprise. They mount in black even as the sun shines upon the oceans of purple heather over which they will sweep. Sometimes, if the west wind is slow, the storms stay still and their bright thunderbolts flash like neon lights against unmoving walls of dark cloud.
One such storm had risen at sea and was at the back of the boy from Kilmuir. Like the farmer who fills the bin of his combine with a golden stream of grain, he had a sense of adding to his riches, not with every second that passed but with every step he took that carried him away from the settled world. He was fourteen and did not tire: his strength only grew as he crossed the flatland and climbed to the plateaux. Though the storm behind him billowed higher and higher, he was confident that were he not to slacken but rather to build strength upon strength and speed upon speed, he could outrun it. What a triumph not to have taken the road but to have crossed the landscape with no engine save his own heart.
With rhythmic ease, he ascended a wide apron of broken rock to what seemed the highest and most deserted plain in all of Scotland. For a moment, with his senses attuned to wind and sky, everything was perfect. But then perfection broke, when he saw, as if in a magazine advertisement come to life, a green Land Rover parked on a rise and facing west. Unlike most military Land Rovers, it gleamed. It had impressed into the grass a track that would take a year to heal. If twenty or thirty like it were set loose upon even so wide a place as this, they would crisscross it with thread-like cuts, collapse burrows, and crush nests.
Abandoning a line of travel that he had bent only to skirt lakes, he turned toward the offending object. Surely whoever had broken the spell of these Highlands was inauthentic, someone who did not and could not belong, who was soft and pale and would shrink before this young Scot who would shame him into going back to London or New York. Thus a victory of the wild over the settled, farms over industry, the pure over the polluted, the gold over the dross, the wheat the chaff, and so on, although it was true that he himself wanted quite badly to go to London.
As he closed on the Land Rover he saw through its windows someone who was standing on the other side and very colourfully dressed. Were it a girl, confrontation might be inappropriate, especially were she pretty. She would probably be a London girl, beautiful and elegant, with expensive clothing and a Florentine scarf draped over her shoulders like the petals of a crocus, though he had neither seen such a thing nor heard the words for it. He understood, however, that the appearance of a girl like this might be possible and that something was out of the ordinary, for he saw painted on the passenger door behind the driver’s position one of the involved little crests that grace many things, from postboxes to bottles of cologne, over two familiar letters: PR. This signified Queen Philippa. He didn’t know why she might be called Philippa R. Had he known that the royal family’s last name (taken upon the abandonment of their German dynastic name during the Great War) was Finney, according to his lights her initials would have been PF.
From the shine of the car and the painted crest he thought that it might belong to a travel company of the type that takes people to places where they think they cannot walk but where, when they do, they walk all day through torrents of clouds and sky. Swinging around the back of the spotless vehicle, he saw who had brought it there. It was neither a girl from New York nor a girl at all, nor even an Englishman, but a massive, white-haired, kilted Highlander, with a face that had been shaped by many battles. On his wrist was a falcon the size of an eagle, which, to register the intrusion, lifted its still-folded wings and cupped the air.
Unwilling to be dumbstruck, the boy of Kilmuir held his ground, saying in the pure accent of Skye, “I thought you were a girl.”
“Whom are you addressing?” the falconer asked, imperturbed.
“You. I thought you were a girl.”
“Did you.”
The boy nodded.
“Why?” asked Bannerman, the falconer, narrowing his eyes, but in a kindly way he had for adolescents.
“Why?” came the echo, as if the boy were just as curious, and had put the question to himself as if he had not known the answer.
“Why did you think I was a girl? Do I look like a girl? Have you never seen a girl?”
“It’s a touring company car,” the boy said, as if that explained anything.
“No it isn’t,” Bannerman replied, turning away to stare into the immense sunlit space and at the storm that hovered over the sea and isles to the west.
The boy followed beside him. “It isn’t?”
“No.”
“What is it, then, a Royal Mail car?”
“Does it look like a Royal Mail car?”
“What’s the thing on the door, that they’ve got on marmalade jars?”
“The thing on the door is the queen’s coat of arms.”
“Queen Philippa?”
“Aye.”
“What’s it doing on your car?”
“It isn’t my car.”
“Whose car is it?”
“Whose car,” the falconer asked, pregnantly, “do you think it is?”
“Queen Philippa’s?” the boy replied.
“That’s it.”
“I don’t believe you.” But he did believe him, because, among other things, there was more inlaid wood and fine leather inside this military vehicle than in a Rolls-Royce. Nonetheless, he kept up his line. “What would the queen’s car be doing here?”
“I drove it here.”
“What for?”
“Will you please stop asking questions?”
“What do you mean, ‘stop asking questions’?”
“You ask question after question.”
“Why?” asked the boy.
“I don’t know. How should I know? You should get on your way. If it rains, as it will, I will nay let you in the car.”
“I don’t care if you let me in or not. The rain doesn’t bother me.”
“All right,” Bannerman said, noting that the boy’s threadbare waxed jacket and bedraggled boots would keep no water out, “just give me some distance, if you will.”
When the boy was hurt, he was stubborn. “Nah, I won’t,” he said, voice breaking but still nonchalant.
“To hell with you, then.”
“To hell with you,” came the echo.
“Aren’t you going to go?” Bannerman asked. “After you tell someone to go to hell, you walk away.” When the boy didn’t move, he asked, “Don’t you?”
“Not me. And why’d you make those tracks with the queen’s car? This isn’t England, you know, where the grass grows easily; it’s Scotland, where it takes a year.”
“I know it’s Scotland. I’m here for a reason that’s worth some tracks in the heather.”
“What reason?”
“If I tell you will you promise to go?”
“I’m not gonna. I’ll hang about. What are you doing with the queen’s car, anyway? It’s her bird, too. It’s got the marmalade thing on its leathers.”
“Aye, it’s got the marmalade thing on its jesses, and it is the queen’s.”
“What is it, a chicken?” the boy asked, as part of his war against the falconer.
“A chicken!”
The falcon, who seemed to understand English, flexed his talons.
“This is no chicken,” Bannerman said with unshaken pride. “This is Her Majesty’s falcon Craig-Vyvyan, the son of Finlaec, the son of Gueldres, the son of Habicht, the son of Duff, the son of Grimnock the greatest falcon of them all. He’s a tiercel; that is, a male, a boy. Ordinarily, you don’t call tiercels falcons: they’re not big enough. But Craig-Vyvyan here, male or not, is the biggest falcon in England. Scotland, too. Britain. Maybe the world.”
The boy was stunned, and stood perfectly still, his mouth ajar as if in dementia.
“I thought you’d be impressed,” said Bannerman.
“I don’t care about falcons,” the boy said, “not at all. Couldn’t care less about falcons.”
“I see,” said Bannerman, doubting him.
“What did you say his name was, again?”
“Craig-Vyvyan, the son of Finlaec, the son of Gueldres, the son of Habicht, the son of Duff, the son of Grimnock the greatest falcon of them all.”
“That’s my name.”
“Grimnock the greatest falcon of them all?”
“No, Craig-Vyvyan. That’s me, Craig-Vyvyan. I’ve got the same name.”
“With a hyphen?” Bannerman asked.
“What’s a hyphen?”
Bannerman made a hyphen in the air with his right index finger.
“Aye, a hyphen.”
“And the Vyvyan spelled with two Y’s?”
“Yes.”
“What’s your last name?”
“Cockaleekie.”
“Cockaleekie. Did you ever think of changing it?”
“Why would I do that?”
“Just a thought. But your first name is Craig-Vyvyan?”
“I told ya.”
“How’d you get it?”
“My grandma’s brother was Craig, and Vyvyan was my father’s friend, who was with him in Normandy in Lord Lovat’s Number Four Commando, and died in my father’s arms. My father cannot say the name without tears coming to his eyes, so he calls me by the first part, and when he calls me by my whole name, well, he cries.”
“Your father must be my age, then.”
“He is. My ma is his second wife.”
“Well, Craig-Vyvyan, stay a while.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Now you don’t want to.”
“I don’t like having the same name as the bird. It’s kinda spooky. I think I’ll just be gone. I’m on my way to see my uncle in Staffin. He’s my mother’s brother, and he’s just had an operation on the bones of his foot. I’ll go see him now. Good-bye.”
“Wait,” said the queen’s falconer. “You mustn’t go. You’re part of history now, even if you don’t know it.”
“And how is that?”
“I shouldn’t tell you just yet, although to keep you here I will, if I must, and if you promise not to talk to the newspapers.”
“Newspapers?” Craig-Vyvyan asked, picturing himself talking to a newspaper held at arm’s length. “Why would I talk to newspapers?”
“Everyone does.”
“They talk to newspapers?”
“That’s why so much about the royal family finds its way into print.”
Imagining people all over Britain declaiming to their newspapers, Craig-Vyvyan said, “I never even read newspapers.”
Here was a natural creature who seemed largely untouched by what the world had become. He still looked like a child; his hair was sandy, sun-bleached, probably cut by his mother; and he himself was sunburnt, with a peeling nose.
“Can you read?”
“A little. I was schooled in the croft, but my ma took ill two years ago, and we moved to Kilmuir. I work now, outside.”
“Do you have a television?”
“No.”
“A radio?”
“No.”
“You’ve heard of the queen.”
“Yes, and of the king. My father was a soldier of the king.”
“Aye, her uncle, and a great king he was.”
“Not her husband?”
“No, the queen’s husband is a duke.”
“A duke. That doesn’t make sense.”
“Yes it does. And have you heard of the Prince of Wales?”
“I’ve heard of the Prince of Peace and I’ve heard of Jonah and the Whale, but I’ve never heard of the Prince of Whales.”
“Wales the place, not the creature. Do you mean to say that you haven’t heard of Frederick, the Prince of Wales?”
“I do.”
“And Princess Fredericka?”
“Are they English?”
“Yes, they are English.”
“This is Scotland.”
“I grant you that, but you are among the few people in the English-speaking world who don’t know of Prince Frederick and Princess Fredericka. A thousand million people watched them wed, and every day they are found on the covers of hundreds of magazines all around the world.”
“Oh,” said Craig-Vyvyan, who read neither newspapers nor magazines, whose father tended sheep, and whose mother spun wool.
“I see the wheels turning,” Bannerman observed, assuming that the boy was beginning to understand fame.
“How many is a thousand million?” Craig-Vyvyan asked.
“Twenty times the population of the United Kingdom.”
“What did they do with the leftovers?”
“Craig-Vyvyan,” Bannerman asked, which caused the bird to cock its head, “when did you last eat?”
“Dinner yesterday.”
“You’ve gone twenty-four hours, and you’ve been walking in the wind. What did you have for dinner yesterday?”
“An oatcake, a bit of lamb, and a baked potato.”
“Just one potato?”
“And a cup of milk.”
“That’s hardly enough for a boy your age,” Bannerman said to Craig-Vyvyan, as he opened the tail-board, knowing now that he would not have to beg or cajole him to stay. “Here, take some chocolate to hold you until we eat. Have you ever heard of King Richard’s dog?”
“I didn’t know that kings bothered with dogs.”
“Kings love their dogs. Philippa feeds her dogs filet mignon, which Freddy pinches for his barbecues. And they’re not palace-trained, so footmen have to follow them around with soda siphons and rags. Why do you think royalty like dogs? It’s because dogs don’t grovel and beg like people. A long time ago, the Earl of Kent had a dog. He was a tall, white dog with long limbs, short hair, floppy ears, and a face like Charles de Gaulle. Unlike most dogs, who are instinctive loyalists, he was an opportunist. He calculated all the time, like a cat, and the earl kept him not because he liked him but because he was afraid the dog would think too little of him were he to abandon it.
“When Kent’s prospects were in decline, the dog, who knew before anyone, stood up, marched out, and left the castle without looking back. He walked all over England quite deliberately until he found the future Richard the Second. The dog stayed even after this new master had become king, but with the same contemptuous detachment he had shown for Kent. One day, before anyone else understood what was about to happen, he walked out on Richard and went straight to Bolingbroke, who shortly afterward became Henry the Fourth. I wouldn’t have liked him, but that dog really knew what he was doing.”
“How did he know?”
“Only God knows, and Freddy, who thinks he knows.”
“Freddy? The Prince of Wales?”
“The tabloids and those close to him call him Freddy.”
“How does he know about the dog?”
“He has a theory. He believes that plants and animals were denied the gift of speech because they can see past, present, and future as one and the same thing, and that were they to tell human beings (particularly princes) what they see, it would be too difficult to bear. He talks to plants, the Prince of Wales, like his ancestor George the Third, because he thinks they are wiser than Einstein or the Archbishop of Canterbury. They’re certainly wiser than the Archbishop of Canterbury.”
“Who are Ein . . . who?”
“Don’t worry about them. Consider, rather, that not all dogs can tell kings, just some. Only one dog in the history of England was like the walking horseradish that went from Kent to Richard to Bolingbroke. You don’t just trot off to the RSPCA and pick out a dog that can tell kings. But,” said Bannerman, holding his index finger in the air, “the talent exists. The trick is to find it if you can, to find the rare person who can tell about animals that they can tell about kings, and then,” the falconer said, quite heatedly, drawing Craig-Vyvyan with him, “when you know which animal can do it, to breed the talent, to preserve it from one generation to the next, down the line, so kings and their heirs would always be able to know who was worthy of and destined for the throne.”
“Who is the person who can tell about animals that they can tell about kings?”
“Ah,” said Bannerman, “it’s a rare gift, which has only come once, five hundred years ago, when the son of an Oxford organ maker was chosen by the Yorkists to impersonate the king who would have been Edward the Sixth.
“His name was Lambert Simnel, and, along with the Germans and Irish who backed him, he was defeated at Stoke in a fierce battle with Henry the Seventh, who proved both merciful and wise. Lambert Simnel was a boy like you. He had no corrupt desires and did not know the world, so the king spared his life, and for several years Lambert was made to turn the spit in the royal kitchen.”
“Is this true?”
“It’s history, Craig-Vyvyan.”
“Is history true?”
“More or less. Lambert would have turned the spit until the day he died—in which case I would not be here and we would not be talking now—had not a bakery maid who had once been Chantal of Cleves peered through a crack in the wall by the ovens as Lambert was engaged in conversation with the birds who had come to peck the floor of the courtyard of its stray grains. They would hop onto his finger or his arm, depending on their size, to converse with him.”
“Like Freddy.”
“Like Freddy, except that plants and animals don’t talk back to Freddy, but to Lambert they did. The king called Lambert before him and asked if this were so. Lambert said it was. ‘What do they say?’ the king asked. ‘They say what is the future, and what is the past.’ ‘Do they say who will be king?’ ‘They do.’
“As you can imagine, the king was quite taken with this, and worried. He asked if Lambert could teach him to understand what the birds said. Lambert replied that although he could not teach how to converse with the birds, not knowing how he himself could do it, he might teach the birds how to give a sign. But, were he to do this, Henry the Seventh’s falcons would have to cease killing other birds.
“As the trade seemed much to his advantage, the king was willing. He made Lambert Simnel the keeper of his falcons, who had no use now except as the subjects of Lambert’s tutorial. The falcons agreed to refrain from attacking all creatures that flew, and Lambert trained a line of them to fly only from the arms of those kings who were fit to be kings.”
“What did the falcons get from this?” Craig-Vyvyan asked.
“Nothing but someone to talk to for the first time in ten million years.”
“And this falcon, with my name, is descended from them?”
“He is, and you must keep it to yourself. They have their secrets, kings, that go back thousands of years, and we don’t know the half of it. I’m the queen’s falconer, and I know only one or two secrets, but they live with them as if on a battlefield of ghosts. Since the beginning there have been secrets, and since the beginning there have been kings. The kings know the secrets, which is why they are kings.”
“What about him?” asked Craig-Vyvyan, pointing to his namesake.
“He knows who has the heart of a king or queen, and will fly only for a true monarch. When Edward the Eighth became king, Gueldres would not fly for him. He never had flown for him, not even when poor Edward came back from France after the Great War, having seen with his own eyes what few kings ever see.
“I was a boy then. My father had been keeper of the falcons for George the Fifth. Though Gueldres had not flown for Edward when he was the Prince of Wales, we were sure he would fly for him when he became king, given how his heart had been broken in the war. But Gueldres, the bearer of the line, refused, and Edward was forced to abdicate. They made up all that nonsense about Mrs Simpson to hide the secret. Had it not been for Gueldres, history would have known her, had it known her at all, merely as one of Edward’s mistresses. Then came George the Sixth, who had to abdicate after the war because of his asthma, and the nation was in a terrible pickle with refusals, scandals, and all that sort of thing, until the unknown brother, Harry, George the Fifth’s very strange son, became king for all of a month and died. Thanks be to God that his daughter Philippa has been so unlike him.”
“What was wrong with him?”
“Oh,” said Bannerman, “let’s see. You don’t receive foreign dignitaries while sitting on the throne in diving goggles and flippers. If you pride yourself upon speaking fake Chinese, you nonetheless avoid doing so with the Chinese ambassador. You do not—or at least you try not to—address the nation in Pig Latin. You see how delicate is the fate of kings? As delicate as ours or more so.”
“But what about Craig-Vyvyan?” Craig-Vyvyan asked again.
“He flies for Philippa. For her he soars and dives at great risk to himself, as you might expect for this lady who is a natural queen, born to be queen, the very emblem of a queen.”
“Then why are you here? The bird won’t fly for you. Why have you brought him to a place so wonderful for flying?”
“You’ve got it,” said Bannerman. “I am here because this is a wonderful place for flying. Today, we want to fly this bird, we want it badly. And if he needed encouragement or temptation, he would get it here, wouldn’t he? Look ahead. There you see a horizon so wide that the curvature of the earth is almost visible, and yet what lies before it isn’t merely a disk of flat water but a great stage with an apron of islands, of channels and the blue sea, of a rising storm that multiplies the expanse of this theatre in volumes of blackening depth. And here the sun is still shining, so that were Craig-Vyvyan to fly he would float and swoop through air both light and buoyant.”
“But he won’t fly for you, so why did you bother?”
“Because this time, God willing, he will fly for the Prince of Wales.”
“Him again? Why would he fly for him?”
“He’s the heir to the throne.”
“Wouldn’t the heir to the throne be the queen’s son?” Craig-Vyvyan asked with mocking superiority.
“He is the queen’s son.”
“That’s a coincidence.”
“No, Craig-Vyvyan, it isn’t a coincidence that the Prince of Wales is the queen’s son. If he weren’t the queen’s son, he wouldn’t be the Prince of Wales.”
“Who would he be?”
“He would be anyone.”
“Then why isn’t he?”
“Who?”
“The Prince of Wales.”
“He is.”
“He is what?”
“He’s the queen’s son.”
“That,” said Craig-Vyvyan, “is the coincidence.”
“All right,” Bannerman conceded, “it is a coincidence. It’s one of the most amazing coincidences in the world, that the Prince of Wales is the queen’s son. Will wonders never cease?”
“No, they won’t,” said Craig-Vyvyan, “not as long as there’s an Earth.”
“Today, the prince is coming here, on foot, just as you did, alone.”
“From where?”
“From a landing somewhere on the west coast of Skye, where Britannia put him.”
“That could be fifty miles.”
“That’s no problem. Look there.” Bannerman pointed over the escarpment, to the west-south-west. In the distance a figure, which though hardly visible was neat and trim, moved at military pace along a barely perceptible trail on the high shoulder of a blue lake. “That will be he. You can tell by the walk. The SAS have a certain way of moving across country. Forget that I said that. You’re not supposed to know.”
As they watched the prince making for them with prodigious speed, the boy asked if this would be the first time Craig-Vyvyan would test him.
“I’m afraid not,” Bannerman told him. “The first, as required, was when the prince was seven years of age. Some, like Philippa, get confirmation the first time. For them, life has fewer worries than for those who undergo the test in childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle age, and immediately before the coronation. It’s a sensitive subject for Frederick, but, as a boy, he failed the test. Craig-Vyvyan peed on him and made him cry. Then he failed as an adolescent, and he failed as a young man. Now, as he enters middle age, he will be tested once again. If he fails, he will have only one chance more, after he becomes king and before he is crowned. If he fails then, he will have to abdicate. May God grant that today he has the heart of a king, so that in his middle age he can know the beginnings of contentment, which is why I’ve asked you to stay. Your name being the same as Craig-Vyvyan’s must have significance in such a place as this, so far from so much. The prince will decide, of course, whether or not to ask that you remain, but I cannot imagine that he will not at least invite you to lunch.”
“I hope he does,” said Craig-Vyvyan. He thought for a while, and then said, “I never ate with the Prince of Wales or even a constable, and I wouldn’t know what to say, but I’m hungry enough to risk it. What do you call him?”
“Unless he bids you do otherwise, address him as Your Royal Highness, and then, sir.”
“I don’t think I like that.”
“If you want to eat, get used to it. We all do.”
They heard quick footsteps as the prince rose above the escarpment. First came the slightly thinning head of hair, then Wedgwood-blue eyes rather too close together, big ears, and a face that radiated in equal measure both extraordinary confidence and deep sadness. He had an alert and expressive visage, a strong body, and a strapping frame. In the uniform of a Scots’ regiment, with knapsack and assault rifle on his back and a tartan-banded cap folded beneath his left epaulette, here was the Prince of Wales, standing in the sun and wind.
HE UNSLUNG RIFLE and pack and leant them against the Land Rover. After he dropped the weight his shoulders rose, and he stretched modestly for someone who had walked so many burdened miles.
Even if Craig-Vyvyan the boy had not heard of the Prince of Wales twenty minutes before, he was frozen at the sight, and looked like a mental escapee who had wandered for days across the heath.
“How do you do?” asked the prince, hopeful of receiving an answer though not necessarily expecting that he would, as Craig-Vyvyan could neither move nor speak. “A citizen of the area?” the prince asked his mother’s falconer, raising his eyebrows.
“Yes, Your Royal Highness, a boy, of Kilmuir, I believe, on his way to see his uncle in Staffin.”
“Bones of his foot,” Craig-Vyvyan managed to rasp.
“I beg your pardon?” asked the prince.
“Bones of his foot,” Craig-Vyvyan rasped again, before his jaw fell, and stayed.
“Whose foot?”
“Bones of his foot,” came the sound, barely audible, once again.
“Is that your name?” the prince asked. Without speech, Craig-Vyvyan moved his head from side to side. The prince looked inquiringly toward Bannerman.
“Sir, I think you might wish him to stay.”
“This is always done privately, Bannerman. You know that.”
“I know, sir, but, just the same, I think you may want him to hang about.”
“You do?”
“I gotta have something to eat, that’s why!” Craig-Vyvyan shouted, fearful that, stoked to flame, his expectation of a royal lunch would be dashed. The worst kind of hunger is hunger that was not expecting to be hungry.
“I invited him to lunch, sir. We’ve more than enough food.”
“Certainly,” the prince said. “Do come to lunch, but could you just walk over that hill and stay until we call you?”
With a quick shake of the head, Craig-Vyvyan indicated that he would not, which amazed the prince, who was further amazed when the boy said, as if letting the prince in on the secret, “I want to see if the bird flies.”
“You told him?” the prince asked.
“I did, sir.”
“Everything?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Who the hell is he?”
“His name is Cockaleekie, sir. He had never heard of you, until I told him just now.”
“Why did you do that? Not only does he now know what virtually no one save my family and a few discreet—and previously discreet—falconers have known, not only that, but you have taken one of the few people in the British Isles to whom I might have spoken as if I were just a man, and corrupted him with knowledge of who I am. Think of what he might have told us had he the power of speech that you destroyed.”
“I’ve got the power of speech,” Craig-Vyvyan blurted out, resentful of being spoken of as if he were a block of stone.
“Good,” said the prince, offering his hand to put Craig-Vyvyan at ease. “You can call me Freddy. Just call me Freddy. Try it.”
“Freddy,” croaked the now pacific Craig-Vyvyan, as if it were the first word man had ever spoken, and he pronounced it Friddy.
“No, not ‘Friddy.’ Freddy. Bannerman?”
“Sir?”
“Please explain.”
“You’ll want him to stay, sir, I am guessing, because of his name.”
“Cockaleekie?” the prince asked. Then, turning to Craig-Vyvyan, he said, “Have you ever thought of changing it?”
“No, why would I?”
“That’s his last name,” Bannerman said.
“I assumed that. Bannerman, are you well?”
“Aye. You’ll want to know his Christian name, sir.”
Turning to the boy, the prince asked, “What’s your Christian name?”
“Craig-Vyvyan, sir.”
“Truly?”
“It is.”
“With a hyphen?”
“With a hyphen, which I didn’t know what it was until today.”
“A good omen, sir, isn’t it?” Bannerman asked, as rhetorically as he dared. “He just wandered in here with his name. I thought of King Richard’s dog.”
“It can’t hurt, can it?” the prince asked, as rhetorically as he pleased. “Craig-Vyvyan?”
“Sir?” snapped Craig-Vyvyan, now fully alive to his part.
“I’ve just walked thirty-five miles, all night and all morning.”
“Why the rifle?” Craig-Vyvyan interrupted. “I’ve never seen one like that.”
“It’s an HK,” the prince told him, “standard for this regiment, and protection from the IRA. They rhyme.”
“But you don’t look like you’ve walked thirty-five miles. You look fresh. Look at me, and I’ve walked just eight. Is it because you’re royal?”
“No, it’s because I carried a change of uniform and I stopped to bathe in a lake.”
“The lake must have been cold.”
“It was, and it made me hungry. Let me tell you what’s for lunch. Bannerman, tell him what’s for lunch.”
“I’m quite looking forward to it myself,” Bannerman said. “Have been. Very hungry, I assure you. We have a broth of venison, a salad of wild greens and cherry tomatoes with Stilton-walnut dressing, grilled quail, baguettes just flown up from Paris, splits of Lafite ’64, Badoit, chocolate mousse, ginger biscuits, Champagne, and tea.”
Craig-Vyvyan was as unmoved as if he hadn’t heard, so Bannerman repeated what he had said, but, still, it was as if Craig-Vyvyan had not heard. “How does that sound?” Bannerman asked, leaping into the air so that he could cinch up his kilt.
“Is it food?”
“It’s food, and I’m sure you’ll like it,” said the Prince of Wales. “It was prepared on Britannia and helicoptered in: the greens and the quail are local.”
“Freddy,” Craig-Vyvyan asked, “do you have any fried dough?”
Freddy said that he had not.
“Fried Mars bars?”
The response was the same.
“Lard pasties?”
And so it went, a recitation of the most vicious buffet known to man. Bannerman closed his eyes and banged his hands together. “Two steel blocks,” he said, “as smooth as ice. That’s what I think of when I’m going to be sick, two perfectly smooth steel blocks, smashing together, over and over again.”
“That’s odd,” said Freddy, “so do I. Let’s get on with it.”
“Indeed, sir. Craig-Vyvyan, we’ve got warmers and coolers, and china kept hot. But if after lunch you aren’t happy, I’ll give you all three of the bars of Swiss chocolate that are left. I’ll give them to you anyway.”
Then a silence. Everything for the test had been made ready beforehand. Bannerman had tended to Craig-Vyvyan the falcon, set up a perch, found the best line for the falcon-step the prince would take. He had even brought a Bible. It was good that the boy had stumbled upon them. The prince had forgotten for a moment what was to take place, and was moved—not only by the boy’s poverty and raggedness but by his innocence and strength—enough to decide to reward him whatever the outcome that day. He had a joyful feeling and was contented as well, for the world seemed with him, and as the wind rose slightly and sang past the sharp whistle-like places in the car, he said, “I’m glad of this. How is the falcon?”
“He’s good, sir. Many a time today he’s cupped his wings.”
“Perhaps he’s ready.”
They walked to the perch, where Bannerman left the bird. No one said anything, and the wind rose strongly, which was a good sign, for all Craig-Vyvyan had to do was spread his wings and it would lift him. Bannerman tugged at the boy to follow. The prince had become oblivious of them and all else, and concentrated upon the restless falcon sidling to and fro on the perch, against a background of wind-thrashed purple cloud that stood over the sea like a castle wall.
THREE TIMES ALREADY he had done this, and three times he had failed. First it had been at Balmoral, then Caernarvon, and then in England at Blenheim Palace, with the grounds emptied of all onlookers except Bannerman, the queen, and Freddy’s father, Prince Paul, Duke of Belfast. As a child, Freddy had been used to failure on the first try—not hitting a tennis ball the first time it came over the net, sinking when tossed into the pool during Paul’s primitive swimming instruction, failing to deal correctly with invisible cricket balls, sword tips, and badminton birdies. It was therefore not surprising that Craig-Vyvyan had not flown, although it was humiliating when the bird chose to pee on him. Young Freddy was glad to get over that test, and the ten years until the next seemed to shelter him like an infinity. Besides, at seven he imagined that at seventeen he would have the powers of a giant of the earth.
At seventeen, however, he was famously unsure of himself and awkward, and though he had more hope that the bird would fly, he suspected that it would not, and that it would be offended by his tentativeness—as it was. When on the high battlements of Caernarvon he made the forward step, it had refused to leave his wrist. Still, three more chances remained, and any misery he might have had in his seventeenth year was dashed away by the spectacular torrents of his sexual apprenticeship to Lady Phoebe Boylingehotte, who, three years his senior, had a mesmerising, inexplicable, ineffable gift. Though she was green-eyed, blond, firm, well defined, and boiling hot, it was her face—the shape of her lips, the brightness of her eyes, the curve of her smile, the indecipherable combination of it all—that spoke volumes of sex. Her powers of seduction were rivalled only by her powers of delivery. Not one woman in a hundred million had such talent. Whence it came, no one knew. Nor did they know what it was, how it worked, or where it was going, but Freddy had decided that he needed it for the rest of his life. What a pity that she was married.
Though he had failed at seventeen, by the time he was in his late twenties he was absolutely certain Craig-Vyvyan would respond to his strength and fly from his arm. When he was a soldier, his lot for years had been one test after another, each beyond the capacities of most men, some extraordinarily so, and all predominantly fierce. It is remarkable what a man can do in such a frame of mind, and not only did he do such things then but he carried them forward. For example, after lunch with Bannerman and the boy Craig-Vyvyan, the Prince of Wales knew that he would pick up his rifle, shoulder his pack, and walk across Scotland to Balmoral, travelling in the high and empty places by day and through more settled country by night. Having been born to his station, he demanded from himself unceasing proof that he was worthy in his own right. But, still, the bird had been unimpressed by the prince as soldier, and had once again refused to fly. Perhaps he would rise on the fourth try, when the Prince of Wales had not only strength but, by now, the beginnings of wisdom.
That which is required of a king, other than being born to it, is strength, courage, wisdom, and forbearance, all of which Freddy had in some degree, some in great abundance, and some on its way. Now he wanted the falcon to fly not for him but to save England from a crisis of abdication.
So it was hardly of himself that he was thinking as he took Craig-Vyvyan from the perch, quieting him with soft, confident words, but of Britain, and of his obligation to both the past and the future. “England needs a king, Craig-Vyvyan, by the right of succession, the practice of self-abnegation, the harrowing of the body, cultivation of the intellect, and clarification of the soul. Grant me confirmation that I will be worthy in the name of God and for the sake of my country.”
But as he removed the falcon’s hood and released him from his bonds, he had the sense that something was missing, although he did not know what. He felt within him quite an evenly balanced war of his own virtues and vices—his right and proper sobriety, his disastrous marriage; his high achievement, his terrible temper; his exemplary asceticism, his expectation of the best of everything; his devotion to family, his magnificent adultery with Lady Boylingehotte; his integrity in his duties, and the sin that he had married a woman he did not love.
He knew his good qualities and shortcomings. Surely the falcon would not expect him to be perfect. In her modesty and reassuring grace, his mother was almost that. Though he had been only a small child before her inheritance of the throne, he had always thought that her success in royal matters was at least partly due to circumstance. As a girl, she was content to be the daughter of a king, and nothing more if need be, all her life. Happy with her station, satisfied with her lot, she received the kingly sword having been already blessed with tranquillity. Freddy, however, was a man, with the need to forge his way, conquer, and surprise. Her greatness was feminine, and was within her from the start. His, were it to be, had to be made by his own deeds and strength, and yet none of his deeds and no part of his strength could be directed to winning the crown, as that would be a war against his own blood. All he could do was wait and endure, and this was not natural for a young man of any station.
He had very many good qualities, had worked hard, and been devoted, if not to Fredericka then at least to the kingly ideal, which a thousand or more years of history had made difficult to understand, much less to match. Were he to be judged as he stood upon this cliff looking over the sea, he wanted to be judged as having the heart of a king. Something was missing, however: a quality, a virtue, the thing that would hammer on the falcon Craig-Vyvyan’s doors at dawn and tell him, as it had with Philippa, that here was an arm from which God had given a tell-tale falcon full permission to lift away on the wind.
Though indeed something was missing, Freddy did not fail to notice a single detail, not the sunlight streaming down, the westward-flowing sea of purple heather, or the storm lit by jagged shavings of white and yellow lightning. This was a great place in which even to fail, its nature offering consolation sufficient unto the day of the final test.
And this, rather than the certainty of result, made him confident. The wind had risen and was rising still. All the falcon need do was arch his wings and let it open them, keep them straight and let it take him. Lifted and blown back, he would then tilt forward to move into the air below the escarpment. What bird would keep himself from such oceans of air? How could he? He must be aching to go.
In wind now raging, and having risen to the occasion, Freddy elevated his arm, turned to the falcon Craig-Vyvyan, and took the falconer’s forward step, expecting to see wings gloriously unfold.
But they did not. Instead, the talons gripped tighter to hold Craig-Vyvyan in place despite his forward momentum, and he turned his head away from the wind and to the Prince of Wales, as if to say, I was willing to fly, I was wishing to fly, and I was wanting to fly, but you have failed me once again.
Craig-Vyvyan the boy did not know what to make of this. Bannerman sighed. And Freddy bent his head in disappointment. He had only one more chance, and now, for the first time since all this had started, he truly doubted the result.
“I’VE FAILED,” he said, looking up, “again. Given the state of things, if I fail the next time I may take the monarchy with me. It’s one thing if it ends, and even if it ends with me, but it’s another if I myself end it,” he continued, now pacing. “Other people, ordinary people—watchmakers, hairdressers, and taxi drivers—don’t have to stake everything on the whims of a bird, do they?” He shot Craig-Vyvyan the bird an angry look, and seemed to be addressing him even as he spoke out at the heath. “They eat birds, that’s what they do. They go to the bloody supermarket and buy dead birds wrapped up in plastic, they take the bloody bus home carrying the bloody birds, and they throw them into a microwave oven.” He moved toward Craig-Vyvyan the bird.
“Now,” he said to the bird, who stared back with one eye as big as a marble, “we are going to have some birds. We are going to eat them. They’re just fuzzy little quails, the kind you’ve never had, because Lambert Simnel made your great-great-to-the-fifth-power-grandfather promise not to eat them. But who is to say we cannot eat bigger birds? Birds as big as a chicken, for example. A capon. A turkey. It can be done, and one does not have to be a king to do it. Have I made myself clear?”
“Your Royal Highness,” Bannerman said quietly, “they’ll die in service rather than give in. They’re not politicians.”
“I know,” said Freddy. “And I’m grateful for it.”
Bannerman went about getting the lunch. Swinging open the doors of the Land Rover, he revealed an extraordinary field kitchen in highly polished brass and chrome, at which he began to work, adroitly lighting the ovens, warming the china, dressing the salad, and plunging the Champagne into a silver ice bucket. He set up a folding table and camp chairs, and pulled precut firewood from a bin. This he piled on the ground and lit with a blowtorch the size of a nightstick. It blazed up easily in the wind. Bannerman knew that the same wind would blow away most of the fire’s warmth, but he made it to sear the quail just before they were eaten, and for the sweet smell of the hardwood and its clinging lichen as they burned. He used a lull in the cooking to feed the falcon a few bits of raw steak. Sometimes arching his wings, the bird Craig-Vyvyan seemed to be flying vicariously upon the distant storm. As the prince watched Bannerman give him water, he said, “He wants to fly, doesn’t he?”
“He does,” Bannerman replied, “and he will.”
“Then come,” said Freddy, “and for God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground, and tell sad stories of the death of kings.” He often quoted Shakespeare inappropriately. Looking for recognition, he found none, and sat down on a camp chair, motioning for his two companions to do the same. “Shakespeare,” he said to Craig-Vyvyan.
“No, sir, Craig-Vyvyan.”
“Richard the Second,” Freddy added.
“No, it’s me,” said Craig-Vyvyan.
“Have you not heard of Shakespeare?”
“Shakespeare who?”
“Ah, yes,” said the prince. “Shakespeare was a playwright, the greatest Englishman.”
“I’ve heard of Jackie Collins: he writes books about racing cars, I think. Have you read them?”
“My loss.”
“Soup,” said Bannerman, putting down untouchable china bowls of almost boiling soup in front of each diner, including himself.
“Do you always eat this fine, Freddy?” Craig-Vyvyan asked as he began to work up a sweat with the soup, which was most pleasant in the cold wind.
“On occasion, it gets more complicated,” Freddy told him. “State dinners can require an interpreter to explain what everything is, and they can take hours. I have eaten more than my share of the kind of things that Dumas describes: you know, ‘first take the tongues of a hundred hummingbirds. . . .’ And, then, Fredericka is very dainty about what I eat. Fredericka is my wife. The last time we ate in a restaurant—always her favourites—I had medallions of veal, four of them, to be precise, each the diameter of a shilling and the thickness of a pound note.” They finished the soup and were on to the salad and bread. The bread was hot, the butter was sweet, and Freddy continued. “These médaillons,” he said contemptuously, “came on a plate with a combination of sauces the colour of buildings in Santa Monica, California: vapid, pastel, berry-tinted. I put them on my fork and ate all four in a single bite. And then came the salad. The vegetables were Lilliputian. I can’t think of anything more overly precious than a whole cucumber the size of a pea, or an asparagus as thin as a hair.
“But then again I suffer all kinds of tortures. In Africa, I must out of politeness eat grubs and worms; in Southeast Asia, rotten fish; in Kazakhstan, the eye of a sheep. And then there’s my father. He’s the opposite of Fredericka, and will question your manliness if you don’t eat the four-pound wildebeest cutlet with which he bombs your plate. ‘Not a problem,’ he says, ‘I killed it myself. If you wash it down with a gallon of ale, you won’t choke, and you’d better not. No Heinrich Himmler manoeuvre here; we beat those Nazi bastards and we don’t have to do their bloody manoeuvres. Only nine hundred grams of fat. Eat the bullet, too. It’s got vitamins.’
“He’s never been an ounce overweight, and has no compassion for those who would grow plump on his twenty thousand calories a day. And, on occasion, my mother cooks. Had she cooked for Napoleon we never would have had to fight at Waterloo. You see, she has a deep hatred of cellular structure, which in her cuisine must be broken down at all costs. Not even Fredericka, however, whose motto is miniature and raw, refrains from eating it, whatever it may be. And who knows what it is? It’s all the same colour. You can’t really tell whether it’s meat, fish, or vegetables. Why boil lettuce for an hour before it goes into a salad? Does spinach really need peppermint? And toast should not be black. She is England’s greatest monarch since Victoria and its worst cook since Nigel Dalrymple.”
Although he was used to holding forth, Freddy knew when to hold back and let others hold forth proudly before him. “What do you eat, Craig-Vyvyan?” he asked as if he didn’t already know. “What are your favourites?”
“Fried Mars bars, pasties, haggis, sheep’s brains, sheep’s feet, sheep’s tail, sheep’s innards,” said Craig-Vyvyan, with an angelic look, “eggs, beer, toffee, and lard.”
“Spoken like a true Scotsman,” Bannerman declared.
To avoid ill-mannered mockery of his guest, Freddy went on earnestly about his own eating habits. “In the next five days,” he said to Craig-Vyvyan, “I’m going to walk the one hundred and seventy-five miles overland from Skye to Balmoral, with all the twists and turns. I’ll do thirty-five miles a day, carrying sixty pounds in weight. I will sleep in a sack, bathe in lakes, and keep off the beaten track. I’ll get water from streams, and berries from the bush. Other than that, I carry dried venison, salmon, and quail; dense Russian corn bread; lime juice, salt; a large tube of tomato paste; two pounds of pasta; five bars of chocolate; dried fruit; and a Dalvey flask of Laphroaig. I have yet to touch it, and will not until tomorrow at lunch. That, Craig-Vyvyan, is my favourite cuisine, what you carry on your back and what you take from the land when you walk. Thank God this is open country and I’m free to do that. The newspapers think I’m on Britannia, and will write that neurotic little Freddy never comes out on deck, and spends all the time in his cabin reading Schopenhauer and Popular Mechanics. To hell with them,” he said, raising a glass of Lafite.
Bannerman and Craig-Vyvyan did the same, Bannerman because he shared the sentiment, and Craig-Vyvyan because he was delighted to be a friend of the Prince of Wales. He did like Freddy, and would have liked him, had he not been the heir to England’s throne, perhaps even more, as would most.
“I shall probably never be king,” Freddy said, partly because of the wine.
“Yes you will!” Craig-Vyvyan cried, entirely because of the wine, with one eye on Freddy and one eye on the quail in their final sizzle over the smoky fire. “You’re the Prince of Wales, or whatever it is.”
“I am. It’s commonly accepted. It goes without challenge. Nonetheless, as I see it, it is a fact in brilliance that my head is too small for my mother’s crown. Do you know of this crown that on some sad and happy day is supposed to be mine?”
“You don’t have a whole bunch of them, like a bunch of hats dangling from hooks?”
“We do, in fact, but I speak of one in particular. It weighs three pounds. Mounted on it are four rubies; eleven emeralds; sixteen sapphires; two hundred and seventy-three pearls; two thousand, seven hundred, and eighty-three diamonds, including the second part of the Star of Africa; and the Black Prince’s spinel, worn by Henry the Fifth at Agincourt. Quite a hat,” he said, between claret and quail, “a hat for which I am not fit, because I am too fat.”
“You’re not fat,” Bannerman said, becoming familiar because he too had been free with the claret. “It’s only your father that calls you fat, and it’s an injustice. You’re in magnificent shape, man, and have been for twenty years. No one in England believes you’re fat except your father and you.”
“I am fat.”
“Be gone!” cried Craig-Vyvyan. “You’re lean.”
“No,” Freddy said, as if wine were truth, “I am obese.”
“He’s crazy, isn’t he?” Craig-Vyvyan asked Bannerman.
Freddy nodded gently, and Bannerman said, “In this.”
“Why does he think he’s fat?”
“Since he was a wee lamb,” Bannerman began, but was interrupted by his prince, who said, “Oh don’t start, Bannerman, about the wee lamb.”
“It was then that I told you, sir, the story of Wee Wee Ba Ba Sheep.”
“A hundred million times.”
“You begged for it, and you loved each telling.”
“I did.”
“I was there when your father would turn to you, a stripling as skinny as a thread, and tell you that you looked like a sumo wrestler. We laughed at first, thinking it was a joke. Bless the duke, but it was not a joke, and he kept at it. He and the queen would have terrible rows about it. He was and is the head of the household, but she is the queen of England, and she squarely contradicted him each time he suggested that you were fat.”
“I know that.”
“Though I address you, I’m telling him. The prince had a thousand ways of drilling into you that you were fat, and she had a thousand ways of drilling it out. He would call you a hog, she would call you a cat. He would call you a boar, she would call you a deer. He would call you an elephant, she would call you an ibex. He would call you a hippopotamus, she would call you an anaconda. He would call you a whale, she would call you an eel. It was very confusing to you.”
“Yes,” said Freddy. “Once, he called me a Javanese Opunga, and she called me a Bulgarian Mantis. I didn’t know what the hell was going on.”
“But I did. Although I couldn’t say it, as it was not my place, I knew that it’s easier to drill things in than to take them out.”
“It’s like a screw!” Craig-Vyvyan shouted in his cups, almost falling into the fire. “If you pull off its head, you never get it out!”
“Or a barbed splinter,” said Bannerman, “born and bred to flee from a needle or tweezers like a fax from hounds.”
“Did you say ‘fax’?” Freddy asked.
“Yes, Your Royal Highness. I’m trying to be contemporary.”
“Carry on, then.”
“You were always a good boy, good boys listen to their fathers, and your father did this to you. You were an anxious child, born after the war and soaking-in all that the grown-ups carried with them of it. You were so serious and grave. And you started each day with a Bible story. You are not fat, sir. No one who fences, runs, swims, rides, rows, and fights, not to mention the polo playing, the three-hundred-mile walks, the two thousand sit-ups, the Aikido, the bayonet. . . . You’re obsessed, aren’t you? You’re six feet tall, twelve stone, and as muscular as an Olympic gymnast. And yet you think you’re fat.”
“I would be fat if I didn’t do all that.”
“But you do, don’t you.”
“I won’t be able to keep it up forever.”
“Aye, not even for ten more years. Something happens to the body at fifty that at twenty you can’t imagine, at thirty you don’t suspect, and of which at forty you have just a hint, but cross that bridge when you come to it. You’ll be a different man then. You’ll forgive yourself. The chase will be over and you’ll have learnt to love the world for what it is and to see yourself for what you are. It happens to everyone, even to kings.”
“But, Bannerman, I will not be a king. Craig-Vyvyan on the perch has told me so four times. Though I always have thought that I have the heart and stomach of a king, and a king of England, too, he says I don’t.”
“You’ve got one more try.” The sweet was almost gone and the water was boiling over the fire in an old battered military kettle that Bannerman had brought because he knew the prince was fond of it. “Who knows what will happen between now and then?”
TEN MINUTES of silence later, as they drank their tea before the storm would begin with stray shots of rain in huge droplets that could hit as unexpectedly as the darts of Amazon Indians, Craig-Vyvyan asked the question of his life.
“What about me?” he said suddenly. “Maybe you’ll be king and maybe you won’t, but what about me? I’m from the people who wave as you pass, who beat the brush with sticks to flush the birds you shoot with silver guns. You have palaces: we have roofs that leak. What about me?”
The Prince of Wales was silent in consideration. Ofttimes he was begged, but this was not begging. The lightning that approached may have sealed it, he did not know, but, remembering Henry VII and Lambert Simnel, he was determined to be generous in proportion. Henry had spared Lambert’s life even after Lambert had taken up arms against him. Craig-Vyvyan had done nothing, and his name was an omen from which the prince did not wish to be separated.
“Craig-Vyvyan, you’re right, and today you might have brought us luck had we been more generous from the start.”
At this, Craig-Vyvyan perked up, hoping that he would get not only the bars of chocolate but perhaps something like a five-pound note. After all, the prince’s mother was on each one, and they must have been extremely easy for him to obtain from the many free samples with which the royal family was provided.
“If I become king, much will be open to me. Of late the queen has been reserving some of the vacancies in non-hereditary peerages for my use later on, and today I promise my first.”
Craig-Vyvyan did not immediately understand the extraordinary thing that was happening to him. As he began to comprehend, he said, “Uh-oh.”
“In December,” the prince continued, “the Earl of Strathcoyne, who during the nineteen twenties was known for wearing party hats that were often mistaken for dunce caps, surfaced through the window of a Bahamian glass-bottomed boat, severing his carotid artery in the presence of a number of large sharks. His entitlements that have reverted to the Crown are several thousand acres, a house in Belgravia, and two hundred thousand pounds a year.”
Bannerman was breathless for a moment and Craig-Vyvyan thought he would never breathe again.
“Craig-Vyvyan Cockaleekie, if you are with me on Lochnagar when I next and finally try to fly the tiercel falcon Craig-Vyvyan, and if he takes wing, I will make you Earl of Strathcoyne—or something or other: you know there are always pitfalls. This I swear on the honour of my family.”
“Thank you, Freddy, but what about him?” Craig-Vyvyan added, at first boldly but then trailing off somewhat nervously in fear of compromising his luck.
“Bannerman?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t worry about Bannerman. He’s already an earl, a Knight of the Thistle, and a good many other things. I suppose the Garter is next.”
“He’s an earl,” Craig-Vyvyan wondered, “and he carries firewood, tosses salad, and serves the likes of me with dishes and puddings?”
“I served you,” said Bannerman, “first in your capacity as a guest of the Prince of Wales, and then as my guest. Believe me, for my sovereign and my future sovereign no task is too menial for me to perform. It is an honour to serve the queen in any capacity, and the honour is mine as well with the prince, who. . . .”
“Bannerman, please,” the prince interrupted. “In the face of such a storm, what does royalty mean? It means nothing. Let’s get going.”
As Bannerman began to pack up the Land Rover, rain and wind crossed the moor like an army. “Two hundred thousand pounds a year?” Craig-Vyvyan shouted over the wind not only to Bannerman but to the wind itself and perhaps even the whole world. “I’ve never seen more than ten pounds at once. Is it true? Will he forget?”
“It’s true, and he won’t forget. What will you do with the money, Craig-Vyvyan?” Bannerman asked. The prince, attending to his pack after having extracted his rain gear, was out of earshot.
“I’ll buy every single thing at the tobacconist’s,” Craig-Vyvyan proclaimed, “and keep the chocolate and penknives for myself and give my father all the tobacco.”
“That wouldn’t be good for him.”
“Why not?”
“Tobacco is bad for the health.”
“It is?”
“Yes, definitely.”
“Then I’ll buy all the tobacco and throw it into the sea.”
“And then what will you do?”
“I don’t know.”
“I recommend,” said the prince in a voice that, to carry over the storm, he would have used in hailing someone across a river, “that you get educated. Arrange for tutors. Set up a household at Oxford or Cambridge. Study and read. Transform yourself.”
“Why?”
“So that you can be worthy of expectations. So that you can have children who, with no titles, will be great in their own right. So that you may balance the gift, and return fair service. For a gift that does not find balance and a service that is not returned are worth less than a curse.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because my family has been in the business for a thousand years. Now, give Bannerman your particulars so he can stay in touch with you. I look forward to when next we meet.”
Having finished the loading, Bannerman was standing by the driver’s door of the Land Rover in what was now a driving rain. “Craig-Vyvyan, do you want to come along? I’m going through Staffin.”
Craig-Vyvyan looked at Bannerman and then at the prince, who stood with hooded rifle and pack, a lonely figure in a landscape gone wild and dark. “Aren’t you coming in the car, Freddy?” he asked.
“I’ll be walking,” the prince replied.
“In this storm? Even the bird’s in the car.”
“Yes,” said the Prince of Wales, starting on his way, “give him my regards.”

. . . AND THE WOMAN WHO PREFERRED THAT HE WOULD
MOOCOCK, the country house of the Prince and Princess of Wales, was set upon a hill overlooking the Weald of Boffin, at the centre of an empty three-mile stretch between the villages of Brooms Hoo and Pestwick-on-Canal. Until Fredericka succeeded in allowing it into two dozen glossy magazines, it had been a secret. And then, although Freddy had been able to keep the photographers from his library, the green room, the tack room, the gym, and the baths, he had had to give up everything else. Thus, half the world had seen the pools, indoor and out; the reception rooms; the bedrooms; and, always the favourite, the kitchen. As a result, the security force had to be doubled, ugly electronics mounted upon the otherwise classical roof, and seismic devices embedded in the weald, like potatoes.
Freddy and Fredericka’s first theme argument, when Moocock was still unknown to the public, was occasioned by her insistence upon changing the name of the house and allowing it in magazines, and his determination not to do either. One weekend, having driven out unobserved, they had dismissed the servants and ordered the police to remain at the perimeter. Blissfully alone, they gravitated to the pool. For two days they stayed in an August sun that made them glow like roses. At night, though the lights were on in the water, which spoke back to a diamond-lit sky like a sapphire in a band of green, not an insect was in sight, and the sharply
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