

    
            Chapter One 





			Five years later

			Summer Fisher opened her eyes and saw the beautiful sight of Windsor Castle ahead of her. It was a sight that she never really got used to, no matter how often she saw it.

			As a non-royal member of the royal household, Summer had seen it more than most. She had been coming here for playdates since she was a young girl, first to play with Princess Teddy and then, as they got older, as a companion to Princess Adrianna—or Anna, as she was known.

			Although ten years the princess’s senior, Summer was extremely close with Princess Anna, and when Anna had need of a private secretary, hiring Summer seemed the logical next step. Summer had studied business, administration, and management, a perfect background to help her friend.

			Summer stiffened slightly as the nano pump that sat under her skin dispensed medicine into her bloodstream. Summer had a rare genetic disorder that attacked the heart and kidneys. She’d spent a lot of time in hospital as a child and had met the royal family when she had taken part in a charity day that Queen Georgina’s cousin, Queen Rozala of Denbourg, organized with Queen Beatrice for children with chronic illness or special needs, or in need of hospice care.

			The driver asked, “Do you want to be dropped at the entrance, Ms. Summer?”

			“The stables, please.”

			Princess Anna was a huge horse lover, and most of her free time was spent training and riding them.

			Summer felt a buzz of energy wave over her body as the medication surged its way through her system. A chip monitored her and automatically medicated her when she needed it. This technology kept her living a routine life, nothing like the restricted life she’d had to live as a child.

			She heard a beep from her watch and opened her news app, which sprang up before her eyes. Summer scrolled down the newsfeed until a picture caught her eye, a picture of Princess Teddy leaving a nightclub with her newest girlfriend. The headline read “Is Pandora Priestly going to be our new Lady of Wales?”

			Summer tensed, then congratulated herself on dodging a bullet. She had been best friends with the princess as they grew up together, and they became childhood sweethearts—until it ended abruptly when Teddy was twenty and she was twenty-four. Since then, the Teddy she knew had disappeared as the princess moved from woman to woman, showing her true colours.

			She shut down the screen quickly. Don’t think about it.

			The car drove into the stables just as Princess Anna and her horse trotted back from a ride in Windsor Park. Not far behind her was her protection officer, Laura Lane-Hastings, chosen for her experience with horses in the Household Cavalry Mounted Regiment and her subsequent move to the elite police force Protection Command. The Queen wanted someone who would share her daughter’s love of horses, but who could also protect her from harm. Quincy, head of Royal security, recommended Captain Lane-Hastings, and she fit the bill exactly.

			Anna spotted her, slid off her horse, and shouted with glee, “I beat Laney back, Summer.”

			Summer chuckled when she saw Laney jump off her horse and wink at her. Anna rolled her eyes. “I can see you laughing, Summer.”

			Anna turned quickly and put her hands on her hips with indignation. “You could at least let me enjoy ten minutes thinking I beat you back.”

			“Ma’am,” Laney said, “would I let you win? I’m a sportswoman. Fair play and all that.”

			“Yes, you would. Not with anyone else, but you let me win at least once a week.”

			Summer loved the sweet big-sister relationship Captain Lane-Hastings had with Anna. She’d do anything for the princess. Laney was built like a rugby player and would protect Anna with her life, but she could be extremely sweet and let her win a horse race. From what she had been told, Laney was virtually born in a saddle. Her parents owned racehorses, and her mother had represented the UK at the Olympics for showjumping.

			Anna, like the Queen, was brought up with horse riding as part of daily life, and Anna loved it, although she’d never persuaded Summer to ride with her. When Summer was a child, she’d taken a fall off a little pony, and that had been enough to put her off riding for life.

			“Give Laney a break, Annie. She’s being nice.”

			“Nice,” Laney said with a huff. “I’ve never been accused of such a thing.”

			Anna kissed Summer on both cheeks in welcome. “I suppose, but no going easy on me next time.”

			Anna pointed a finger at Laney. “That’s an order, Captain Lane-Hastings.”

			Laney laughed. “Yes, ma’am. I shall leave you in my dust next time.”

			“We’ll see.”

			The gravel crunched as a boy and three dogs came running at them. It was Anna’s ten-year-old brother, Prince Rupert Reginald Buckingham, Roo for short, and the family dogs.

			The boss of the group, a five-year-old female Airedale terrier called Freya, was followed by a black Labrador named Bear, and Ollie the brown and tan smooth-haired miniature Dachshund who was trying to catch up with the bigger dogs.

			Ollie had been a present from the Queen to her wife, adopted from Battersea Dogs’ Home. He was dumped at only six weeks old at the back alley of a fish-and-chip shop, with injuries and cuts. But now he had a castle for a home and loved his life with his packmates.

			“Annie,” Roo said, “you promised I could go riding. Why didn’t you wait for me?”

			“Because you were playing VR games and most probably on a different planet.”

			“Hi Summer.”

			Summer put her arm around him and kissed his dark, floppy hair. “Hi Roo.”

			Annie and Laney made a fuss over the dogs while the horses watched on. They were very used to the family dogs and other dogs on the estate.

			“Where’s Artie?” Annie asked.

			Artie had been the family nanny since Katya, who just happened to be the Princess of Vospya working undercover as a nanny, left to take up the throne of Vospya.

			“I told him Simon was coming with me,” Rupert said.

			Simon was his protection officer.

			Annie crooked her finger and beckoned him to her. Summer lifted Ollie up into her arms and kissed his little snout.

			“Roo, you know you’re not supposed to sneak out. Anything could happen.”

			“You did. You told me so,” Roo said.

			“It’s do as I say, Roo, not do as I do.”

			Laney took the reins of Anna’s horse as well as her own. “I’ll take the horses and Roo back to the stables for you if you’re going straight back to the castle.” She turned to Rupert. “Do you want to help with the horses?”

			“Yes, Captain.” Roo saluted.

			“Thanks, Laney.”

			Anna kissed her horse’s nose and said, “See you tomorrow, Honey.”

			Summer put Ollie down and ruffled Roo’s messy locks of hair. “See you later, Roo.”

			“Bye.”

			The horses, Laney, Roo, and the gaggle of dogs set off for the stables.

			“That boy is lucky he’s adorable. He gets off with murder,” Anna said.

			Summer laughed. “All he has to do is bat those big blue eyes of his.”

			Anna looped her arm through Summer’s and said, “I’ve been summoned to lunch with my mums.”

			“Surely you haven’t been up to no good?” Summer joked.

			“Me? No, I’m the good kid. Teddy is the wild one, although Roo gets away with it because he’s the baby of the family.”

			Prince Rupert Reginald Buckingham was a late baby to the Queens. Queen Bea had always wanted a big family, but after Anna was born, life became extremely busy, and there never seemed to be a right time.

			But as Bea was getting older, that need for another child became ever sharper. And with the help of their fertility doctors, Roo was born. Now ten years old, he kept his two mums and his sister on their toes.

			Summer stopped and said, “I can go and settle in while you have lunch.”

			“No way, I’m not facing lunch with my mothers alone.”

			“Why? You have lunch and dinner with them all the time.”

			Anna sighed. “That’s just lunch, but if I’m asked to lunch, that’s completely different. It means something’s wrong, or Teddy’s done something wrong, or I’m being asked to do something they know I won’t like. Besides, they invited you, and you know they love you.”

			Summer did know that, and she loved the two Queens right back. She had respect for their position, but since she knew them from when she was a child, Summer didn’t have the nervousness around them that others might have.

			But both her friendship with Summer and her love and respect for Queen Georgina and Queen Bea could lead to awkwardness.

			They were the parents of her ex—her first love, Teddy—and so she had to be in Teddy’s company from time to time. It was tense, and Summer tried to keep her distance, but if they did end up next to each other, they usually exchanged a few sarcastic or sometimes cutting comments.

			Teddy had always been confident, but since they’d gone their separate ways, confidence had grown into arrogance. The girl she fell in love with had been kind, generous, caring, full of love, but now she spent all her time going from vacuous heiresses to celebrities, who spent their time being seen at the right places and contributed nothing to society.

			It was a change in Teddy that Summer couldn’t understand.

			“Are you okay?” Anna interrupted her thoughts.

			“Yes, sorry. Lunch sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

			“Georgie, don’t get uptight.”

			Bea took a glass of sparkling lime water from the footman and took a sip. George and Beatrice were in one of the smaller private rooms where there was a dining table set out with four places.

			George was leaning against the fireplace nursing a pre-lunch drink, looking more frustrated by the minute.

			“This is important, Bea. Teddy’s taking on the title of Princess of Wales is a duty, making a vow to the nation, and she wants me simply to make a statement to the media?”

			“I know.”

			George started to pace. “This is a solemn undertaking, Bea. She also becomes Duchess of Cornwall. An estate of five hundred and thirty four kilometres, across twenty-three counties. Do you think she’s ready for that?”

			Bea sighed. “No, but she has the potential. Teddy has all the tools, but she’s pushing away from the responsibility.”

			George sat down in a leather armchair despondently. “She’s pushing away from me too. We were always so close. Teddy was my shadow growing up. We did everything together.”

			Bea remembered George putting Teddy on her shoulders and going for a walk in the forest to teach her about types of trees and the animals that lived there. It was a beautiful relationship. George was and continued to be Teddy’s hero, Bea was sure of that, but something was making Teddy push back.

			“She doesn’t mean to push you away, Georgie. She’s just struggling to find her place, her worth in this family and to the country. She reminds me so much of you when we met.”

			George narrowed her eyes. “I wasn’t dating rich girls and neglecting my duties.”

			Bea chuckled. “No, you weren’t dating rich girls.”

			George was so inexperienced when she first met her, and it had made her adorably sweet.

			“But you felt you had a lot to live up to. You struggled to feel worthy of your father’s crown, worried you weren’t as good with the public as Theo.”

			George’s brother Theo was confident, had an easy way of talking to people he didn’t know, much like Anna. But like Anna, Theo didn’t have the burden of responsibility that their firstborn sibling did.

			“I had one thing to help me that Teddy doesn’t have.” George smiled. “You, my darling.”

			Bea’s heart fluttered. Bea understood how much George had relied on her. Bea was the one person in the world that saw past the calm, strong, dutiful Queen to the vulnerable George underneath.

			“If only she could have someone like you, my darling.”

			“She did have. Summer was that person.” Bea sighed. “She would be the perfect daughter-in-law and Lady of Wales.”

			“I know,” George said, “but it wasn’t to be.”

			“We can’t pick or choose our daughter’s girlfriends,” Bea said, “as much as I’d love to.”

			“Instead we have a succession of entitled rich girls who distract her from her duty,” George said.

			“I’ve tried really hard to get on with her girlfriends, but not one of them has had a social conscience unless it would enhance her social media following,” Bea said.

			The door opened, and in strode their youngest daughter Anna, followed by Summer.

			“Hi Mums.”

			George opened her arms and said, “Little bug.”

			Anna hugged George while Summer curtsied and then kissed Bea on each cheek.

			“Summer, so nice to see you,” Bea said. “You haven’t spent the weekend with us at Windsor for a while.”

			“It’s nice to be back, Your Majesty.”

			“How often have we had the your majesty conversation, Summer?”

			“Sorry, ma’am. I like to do things the right way.”

			Bea squeezed her hand. If only Teddy could see how perfect Summer was.

			Teddy never liked to talk about how she and Summer had broken up. Teddy had been heartbroken. But from what little Anna had told them, it had been partly due to the public scrutiny. Bea knew how that felt. In fact, she and George had broken up for a time in their courtship too.

			She turned to George, who had her arm around Anna. “If you’re quite finished, could I get a hug from my daughter?”

			Anna smiled and went straight into her mama’s arms, while Summer gave George a kiss on each cheek.

			“Have you seen Roo, Annie?” George said. “He came and took the dogs and said he was going to find you.”

			Anna glanced at Summer. “Yes, Laney took him to the stables.”

			“He went out without Artie or Simon again, didn’t he?” Bea asked.

			“Well…” Anna sputtered.

			George shook her head. “That boy is like Houdini. I need to have a word with him.”

			“So why have I been summoned?” Anna asked.

			“Does there need to be something wrong to have lunch with your parents?” Bea said. “We have lunch all the time.”

			Bea led them over to the dining table, and while George pulled out Bea’s chair, Summer said, “I can tell, believe me. What have I done?”

			The footmen started to serve the lunch—poached salmon for George, Bea, and Anna, and a light Thai salad with marinated tofu for Summer.

			It touched Summer’s heart that George and Bea provided vegan food, without her even asking. They treated her like one of the family, even making sure there was a non-alcoholic wine to go with lunch. They knew her meds meant she couldn’t drink.

			They ate a few bites, and Anna said again, “So? Is it me or my darling sister?”

			Bea looked at George, inviting her to speak. George put her knife and fork down and took a sip of wine.

			“It’s not you, bug. We need some help with your sister.”

			Summer’s stomach twisted. This was the awkwardness of still being part of her girlfriend’s family.

			“I guessed as much. What’s going on?” Anna asked.

			George continued, “We talked last summer about creating Teddy Princess of Wales this year, and she’s done nothing but resist and block it.”

			Bea covered George’s hand. “Teddy doesn’t want the big ceremony in Wales, like your mum had with Grandfather. It was important to your mum, but Teddy thinks it doesn’t hit the right tone with the public, with the economy the way it is.”

			Anna pushed her food around the plate. “Can I be honest?”

			“You can always be honest with us,” Bea said.

			Anna glanced at Summer. “I agree with her. I think that kind of ceremony is in the past. We need to be relevant to today’s world.”

			“Monarchy is rooted in the past,” George said. “It’s magical, a connection with all the other generations before us. To take ceremony out of the monarchy leaves it tarnished. Irrelevant.”

			Summer could hear the frustration in the Queen’s voice.

			“We can make new traditions, Mum. You can’t connect with young people and people who are struggling with money by having an expensive coronation event.”

			“That’s true, George,” Bea said. “When I was part of the anti-monarchy group, that’s the first thing I’d put on my placard. Wasting public funds.”

			Summer could feel the tension around the table, but she suspected it was due to George’s hurt feelings rather than anything else.

			George dabbed her mouth with her napkin and was silent for a few seconds. “Well, it’s too late to organize a ceremony in Wales anyway, but she has to come up with alternatives. I will not create her Princess of Wales through a press release. She is becoming a full-time working royal. She has a billion pound estate to run. I sent her to Cambridge to learn about farming and agriculture, she’s been to Sandhurst and passed out as an officer, but nothing seems to make Teddy take her role seriously.”

			“That’s where you two come in,” Bea said. “Anna, we want to launch you to the public as well. That way you can help your sister.”

			“In what way?” Anna asked.

			Summer could feel the way this was going, and she didn’t like it. She squeezed her knife so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

			George looked at Anna seriously. “You, Teddy, and Roo are the future of this family, and I want my people to know that. Roo is too young to take part, but you can be a big help. I cannot create you Princess Royal for as long as your Aunt Grace lives, so as well as Teddy becoming Princess of Wales, I intend to give you a royal dukedom and create you Duchess of Edinburgh.”

			Bea immediately said, “We want you to be a team, for the public to see a clear line of succession and a modern monarchy—and that’s you two.”

			Summer’s stomach twisted. She couldn’t do this. There were too many memories, too many hurts, and too much anger to work alongside Teddy.

			Bea turned to Summer. “I know it’s awkward for you, but I ask this as a personal favour, Summer. Anna needs your organizational skills to support her in her duty.”

			How could she say no to that? “What about Teddy’s private secretary? Doesn’t he have a firm grasp of Teddy’s schedule?”

			“He only has a firm grip of the new nightclub openings or holidays in Saint-Tropez, whatever that girlfriend of hers wants to do,” George quipped.

			“I’ll call her,” Bea said. “It’s time for Teddy to face her future.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			For the next two weeks, Teddy continued to train with Robbie, on runs and in the gym. She loved working out with the weights and pushing herself on the runs. The fitness bug was beginning to bite her once again.

			Today was Sunday, and she and Annie were expected for lunch at Windsor. It was the one time in the week when the immediate family got together. But in the last six months Teddy had missed quite a few Sundays, and even when she came, Teddy would clash with her mum.

			Something Summer had said to her had been bothering Teddy. She’d said Teddy should go running with her mum like she used to. That comment made her feel guilty. These days, Teddy didn’t spend time with her mum unless they were arguing.

			So last night, Teddy had messaged her mum and asked if she wanted to go for a run on Sunday morning. And Teddy was so glad she had. Her mum was so positive and surprised.

			Her guilt ran a bit deeper. Her mum had obviously really missed this time together. It took Summer to suggest this. Summer did understand her family dynamic.

			When she arrived at the castle, Teddy went first to the bedroom she used when she stayed, and then headed to the kitchen, as she knew that’s where her family would be. It was their tradition to give the chef Sundays off, and Bea would cook her traditional roast dinner with the help from everyone who came.

			It was important to her mama to make a big family meal, and not rely on staff, as they did the rest of the week. The other difference was that they ate in the kitchen, not in one of the castle dining rooms.

			Teddy remembered her mum saying that had been an adjustment for her Granny. Queen Sofia never ventured into the kitchen, not because she thought it was beneath her, just because that was her chef’s domain and that was how things were done in Sofia’s time as lady of the house.

			Teddy and Robbie walked to the stairs that took them down to the kitchen.

			Robbie said, “I’m just going to security to talk with Inspector Quincy and Cammy. Send a message when you’re ready to go.”

			“Will do. We’ll probably be thirty minutes.”

			Teddy bounced downstairs. She had more energy than she’d had in a long, long time.

			She found Annie peeling, chopping, and preparing vegetables with help from Rupert, her mama was preparing the beef for the oven, and her mum was taping up an old ankle injury.

			“Hey Buckinghams!”

			Her mama rushed over and threw her arms around Teddy. “My Teddy bear.”

			Teddy bowed her head, lifted her smaller mother, and spun her around. “Hi Mama.”

			“I missed you.” She placed lots of tiny kisses all over her Teddy’s face.

			“Mama.” Teddy pretended she was embarrassed about the hugs and kisses, but she loved her mama’s attention. She used to have the same tactile relationship with her mum, but it had changed in the last few years.

			Rupert ran over and hugged her. “Hi Ted. Annie’s making me peel vegetables.”

			Teddy hugged him right back. “I would help, Roo Roo, but I’m going running.”

			“Can’t I go running?”

			Her mama wrapped her arms around Rupert from behind. “No, it’s for adults. You’ll be grown up enough soon.”

			She kissed Rupert on the head.

			Teddy went over to her mum, bowed her head, then kissed her on the cheek.

			“Hi Mum, ready to run today?”

			Her mum smiled. “I’m always ready.”

			“Robbie has gone to speak to Quincy and Cammy. We have to message them when we’re ready.”

			Her mum nodded. “I’m just taping my ankle.”

			Teddy walked over to Annie and said, “Good morning, pipsqueak.”

			“Don’t think I don’t know this is your way to get out of peeling the vegetables.”

			Teddy laughed and took a raw piece of carrot to munch. “Never.”

			“Can you lift this meat into the oven for me, Teddy,” her mama asked.

			“Delighted, Mama.”

			When she’d put it in the oven, her mama asked, “How’s your new equerry working out for you?”

			“Great. I never, ever wanted one before, but Robbie has really motivated me, and he anticipates exactly what I need,” Teddy said.

			“I’m glad you’re happy with him,” her mum said. “Shall we go?”

			Teddy could sense a little bit of hurt in that comment.
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        * * *

      

			Cammy, Quincy, and Robbie ran together as a group, a few metres behind George and Teddy.

			George ran every day. It was a discipline that kept her body and mind in check. “Thank you for coming out running with me.”

			“I’m sorry it’s taken so long, but I wasn’t ready to get back into my fitness routine. It’s going to take a while to get my fitness back up,” Teddy said.

			“You’re young, Teddy. It won’t take long.”

			“I’d like to aim towards doing a marathon, then an ultramarathon. It used to be one of my ambitions,” Teddy said.

			“I remember, and I have every faith in you.”

			George was loving this. They talked intermittently, but they didn’t need to. It was quality time they were spending together. George didn’t know if it was a good idea but she had to bring up her plans.

			“So, how are you, Annie, and Summer getting along with your launch plans?” George asked.

			“We’ve made a start. Summer’s organized a visit with my Street Kitchen charity. We’re going to invite the cameras in, instead of fighting against them.”

			“Good plan. It’s really important to you, that charity, isn’t it?” George said.

			“It is. I’ve been with them for years. I’ve got to know everyone and understand the reasons why they’re unhoused. I just want to help.” Teddy jumped a log that had fallen to the forest floor.

			“You know I supported Timmy’s, your mama’s charity, in my first year as Queen. It will be good for you.”

			“It’s only one thing, though. I’ve wasted so much time. I’m sorry I haven’t been pulling my weight—with the family.”

			“Your life’s been filtered through a camera lens, just like it was for me. But we all react to it differently. I tried to make myself perfect because I never thought I’d live up to your grandfather.”

			“You didn’t?” Teddy said.

			“No, I was quiet, didn’t have much confidence, and no charisma with people. I had to train myself to be more open. Your mama helped. When she walked into the room, it lit up, and that allowed me to be who I needed to be.”

			Teddy knew she wasn’t going to have that support. She was going to have to tackle this herself. How could she do it? She imagined walking into a room full of people. They expected a graceful, charismatic Princess of Wales, and instead they got her.

			What did she know about anything?

			After five miles Teddy was starting to struggle. Her body hurt, and the dark thoughts were dragging her down. How would she be able to stand in front of the general public and expect them to respect her, her passions, if they’d only seen her in gossip columns or in pictures of her out at clubs?

			“I don’t think I can go any further, Mum.” Teddy stopped running.

			George slowed down to a stop. “That’s okay. We’ll walk back.”

			Imagine being in your twenties and being outrun by your middle-aged mother. I’m tired of not being good enough.

			Teddy stopped talking on the way back. She was falling down into the dark hole of pity again.

			Her mum kept trying to talk to her. “What about your plan for your investiture?”

			“No plans yet, nothing,” Teddy said sharply.

			“Teddy, you don’t have time to wait much longer. This should have been sorted out last year. I’ve given you leeway, but it’s getting to be the point of no return.”

			“I’m sorry I disappointed you,” Teddy said.

			“Have I ever said that?”

			“You don’t have to, I can see it in your eyes,” Teddy said angrily as she strode ahead.

			“Teddy—”

			“Look, forget it. Postpone it to next year, postpone it altogether, for all I care.”

			Teddy started to run and didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

			Annie walked into her parents’ living room, followed by Freya, Bear, and Ollie.

			“Did Granny, Grandma, and Grandpa get off okay?” Her mama lifted Ollie onto her lap.

			“Yes. Teddy will make sure they get home okay.” Annie flopped onto the couch next to her mama. “Well, that was a tense lunch.”

			Her mum was in the armchair across the room, thinking deeply to herself. Freya and Bear lay down at her feet.

			Her mama pulled Annie’s legs onto her lap. “Your mum is a bit upset.”

			“Everything was fine, we were running together and she was really open, talking about inviting the cameras into her Street Kitchen, and then…I don’t know what happened. Suddenly Teddy doesn’t want to run any more and is shouting at me to leave her alone or cancel her investiture.”

			“It’s not going to be perfect straightaway,” her mama said. “Like I said, she puts you up on a pedestal, sweetheart.”

			“She can talk to Robbie, apparently.”

			“Mum,” Annie said, “it’s sometimes easier to talk to an outsider than to your parents.”

			“You talk to me.”

			“That’s because we have a different energy, Mum,” Annie said.

			Her mama smiled and nodded. “Exactly. You and Teddy are like two bulls locking horns. The older Bully”—she winked—“and the younger bull trying to show how strong she is and feeling like she’s losing.”

			“This isn’t a competition,” her mum said.

			“You need to be patient, Georgie,” her mama said. “She’s made major strides in the last few weeks. She’s broken up with a girlfriend that was making her life, and the family’s, difficult.”

			“Yeah, Mum. Teddy’s working well enough with Summer and me, she’s exercising and getting healthy, and she’s got an equerry to help her.”

			Her mum smiled at her. “That’s true, little bug. I just want my Super Ted back.”

			Annie had heard the story behind the nickname as far back as she could remember. Super Ted was what their mum called the toddler Teddy, as she whizzed her around above her head.

			Her mum was so sweet. The world out there saw a small part of Queen Georgina, but this side of her was only shown to her close family.

			“She’ll find her way,” her mama said. “She’s making the first steps to being the Teddy we once knew. Remember how happy she used to be? Think about how she could reinvent the title of Princess of Wales.”

			Her mum frowned. “I wasn’t exactly an old-fashioned Princess of Wales.”

			Her mama shook her head. “No one’s saying that, George. It’s just that every generation modernizes the way things are done.”

			“Hmm.” She was silent and then said, “I’m taking the dogs out. Come, boys and girls.”

			Annie watched her mum leave the room. “Uh-oh. Mum is not happy.”

			“Neither is Teddy,” her mama replied.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Summer lay on her mum’s couch working on her computer, while her mum watched her favourite soap opera. She always came to her mum and dad’s on Sunday, to spend some quality time with them.

			Most of the time she stayed over in her old bedroom. Her parents loved that.

			Summer’s eyes were getting heavy. After a large meal, the comfy, warm living room was sleep inducing.

			Just as her eyes were closing, a message beeped on her phone. She saw it was Teddy and her stomach clenched. She ignored the reaction and read the message.

			Summer. Cancel the media event at Street Kitchen.

			“Bloody hell.”

			Her mum turned around and said, “What’s wrong?”

			“Teddy wants to cancel her first joint event with Annie. I can’t believe she would do this. It’s Wednesday this week.”

			“Maybe she’s ill or something,” Diana said.

			“Mum, I know you always think the best of Teddy, but she can’t do this.”

			Summer quickly typed out a reply. You can’t do that, Teddy. It’s been announced. You’d be letting down a lot of people.

			Teddy replied, Yeah, that’s what I do. I let people down.

			What’s wrong with you? Your charity is banking on getting national exposure and donations from this publicity. I thought you cared about this organization? You are letting them down.

			Almost immediately the phone signalled a voice call. Teddy.

			“Is that Teddy?” her mum asked.

			Summer sighed. “Yes, I’ll go to my bedroom.”

			She hurried upstairs, the phone ringing and ringing. Summer shut the bedroom door and said, “Answer call.”

			“You took your time.”

			Summer sat cross-legged on the bed and made the holo screen big in front of her. “What can I do for you?”

			“I’m letting my charity down? How could you say that? I’ve worked for them since I was a teenager.”

			“You will be if you cancel this. Everything is set, the staff are excited, they’ve had the building cleaned from top to bottom, and you want to cancel?” Summer said.

			Teddy looked at her with a mixture of emotions in her eyes. Hurt, panic, fear, inadequacy.

			Summer had seen this look in Teddy’s eyes once before. Once when they were young, when Teddy was eighteen, when they’d only been dating for six months…

 

			Summer looked all over for Teddy. Everyone was looking for her. Teddy was giving her first speech. It was on behalf of her great-grandmother, Queen Adrianna, who was ill. Queen Adrianna was due to tour a Royal Marine base in Arbroath, Scotland, and give a speech. Queen Georgina thought it would be a good first public appearance for Teddy on her own.

			There was one place where no one else knew to look—the attic rooms of Windsor Castle. They were always told the rooms were haunted, but Teddy persuaded her to come up to the attics as a young girl.

			They weren’t frightened. In fact they made dens to play in and passed their time using the many items up there as part of the game. It was a place that was their own. A place where they could be on their own.

			Summer went through the doors to the back stairs area and climbed the small wooden steps until she got to the ladders. They were down, so someone was up there.

			She wiped some worrying cobwebs from the ladders and began to climb. When she reached the top, she pushed up and over onto the wooden floor.

			Summer brushed herself down and looked around for Teddy. She couldn’t see her. She started to walk around. Summer recognized so many of the old chairs, paintings, toys, fishing rods, ornaments, all that had been part of their play.

			She saw a foot sticking out from the side of a wooden box. “Ted?”

			Teddy didn’t reply. So she walked around and stood in front of her. “Ted, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

			“I didn’t want to be found,” Teddy said.

			“You can’t hide from me, Charming.”

			“I suppose not, Cinders.”

			Despite being in a nice dress, Summer sat down on the dusty floor and pulled her legs to her chest.

			“What’s wrong, Ted?”

			Teddy’s head was bowed down. “I can’t do this.”

			“What can’t you do?” Summer asked.

			“This stupid speech.” Teddy held up paper from a notebook where she had copied it.

			Summer looked in her eyes when Teddy raised her head. She saw fear, trepidation, inadequacy, raw emotion. What most people didn’t understand about Teddy was that she had low confidence in herself.

			They saw the cocky but good-natured princess who played every sport, was full of fun, had lots of friends. That was only the surface. Beneath that was the Teddy that only a few people saw.

			The sweetly unconfident, not so sure of herself teenager who struggled to feel worthy of her mum’s legacy.

			“I can’t do this,” Teddy said.

			“Of course you can, Ted, we’ve practised and practised the speech. You have got it.”

			Teddy lifted her hand and it was shaking. “Why am I like this, then?”

			“Because it’s a big deal. Your first time attending an event on your own and representing your great-granny. It’s only natural to be nervous.”

			“The speech is bad enough, but I have to walk into the room and make small talk. When Great-granny walks into a room, people automatically respect her for all she has done. She’s perfected talking to people.”

			“Everyone has to start somewhere. There was a first time your great-granny did this too.”

			Teddy shook her head. “I can’t do it.”

			Summer took her hand and kissed it. “You can. I believe in you.”

			“I wish you could be there with me.”

			Summer laughed softly. “I think the world would find I’m your girlfriend, and the media would go crazy.”

			Teddy pulled her into her lap. “They won’t find out until you’re ready. I promised you.”

			“You can do this, Teddy,” Summer said. “Just imagine you have me with you. Okay?”

			Teddy gave a weak smile. “Okay, Cinders.”

 

			Now the years made them look older, and what they were to each other was different, but Summer had to get the same result. She had to get Teddy to her appointment. It was her job.

			“Okay, okay. You don’t have to do it. Nobody can force you, and I’m sorry to put it this way, but you would be letting them down. They’ve spent money on decorating just so they can look their best for the cameras, and you know how important expenditure is to Street Kitchen.”

			Teddy clasped her hands around the back of her neck and pulled her head in frustration.

			The woman that had once been her girlfriend hadn’t changed as much as she assumed she had, going by Teddy’s life and relationships while living in the glare of the media.

			This was pure emotion and fear. Teddy had been putting on a mask. A mask of I don’t care, nothing fazes me, I just want to party and have a good time.

			There was still a semblance of the old Teddy lurking in there.

			“Teddy, you can do this. The people love you there.”

			Teddy covered her face in her hands. And shook her head.

			Summer couldn’t understand it. Teddy had been doing so well, and now she had fallen so far back.

			“Teddy? What happened? You were so enthusiastic about this.”

			Teddy moved her hands and clasped them in front of her. “Do you know Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1?”

			“Um yes. We read it at school.”

			“Granny told me to read it. Prince Hal cast away his drinking buddies and raucous friends and became King Henry V.”

			Summer smiled. “I can see what she was trying to say.”

			“Then Quincy told me to attack life according to the Royal Marine ethos. Remember that?”

			Summer did remember. She’d helped Teddy learn the values as a teenager when her dream was to be a marine.

			“Yeah, I remember.”

			“I thought I was doing it, but then one run with my mum, and I just want to hide away,” Teddy said.

			“Why? What happened?” Summer asked.

			Teddy’s eyes darted to the side. She was hiding something, Summer realized.

			“I don’t know,” Teddy lied. She knew exactly why she’d lost all her confidence. Her mum reminded her she was alone, and that she would have to face these visits all alone. She wouldn’t have her own Queen Consort like Mama.

			When she imagined walking into Street Kitchen, she saw herself becoming tongue-tied. They were waiting for her to talk, to speak and uplift them, and it scared her. This was someplace she knew well, so how was she going to do this at places she didn’t know for the rest of these six months?

			“Teddy? Look at us talking without shouting at each other. That’s something neither of us would have believed, and if you can do this with your ex that you dislike, then you can do anything,” Summer said.

			Teddy didn’t like Summer describing them as exes that disliked each other. They had a different dynamic. It was a one-to-one relationship with a lot of hurt.

			Summer didn’t really dislike her, did she?

			She probably did. The things Summer said about Teddy’s relationship with Pandora were a testament to that fact.

			“If you go to this one, Teddy, I’ll walk right by your side and fill in any gaps in the conversation with the cameras and the clients,” Summer said.

			“For years I went there two or three times a week,” Teddy said, “dressed down, my hat on, nobody batted an eyelid. Now that it’s an official visit—it’s awkward. I just don’t feel I can do it.”

			“You can, you’re just out of practice. Do this one, and then see how you get on. Will you?”

			It felt strange having Summer encouraging her again. But could she trust her? Summer was doing this for the two Queens. But if that helped her get through this, so that she didn’t let Andy and everyone down, maybe it was worth it.

			“Okay, I’ll try.”

			“You’re making the right decision, Teddy.”

			“I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

			The car pulled up outside Kensington Palace. Summer was in the back of the car, ready to pick up Teddy. Then they were meeting Annie at Street Kitchen. Summer was nervous, but she couldn’t show it as she was supposed to be getting Teddy through this, not be nervous herself.

			But this was the first time in years they’d be alone together for a prolonged time. She kept telling herself that she had to be professional. Their former private life had no place here, and if Summer was to be successful, it had to be that way.

			She watched Jack and Robbie leading the way. Behind them a tense looking Teddy walked down the steps.

			Please let this work.

			Jack held open the door for Teddy, and she got in. It was a dressed-down visit, meant to look as natural as possible. So Teddy was wearing jeans but with a fashionable navy blazer. Teddy didn’t look at her. She looked so tense.

			“Good morning Your Royal Highness.”

			“Don’t say that,” Teddy said in a low voice.

			“What?”

			“Your Royal Highness.”

			“That’s what you are,” Summer said firmly. “Anyway, I only have to say it once, when I meet you.”

			Teddy didn’t respond and stared out of her window.

			Great, this is going to be fun.

			Jack got in, then the other guards, and Robbie went into a car behind.

			They set off, and the tension in the back seat was
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