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I was inspired to write Victoria: A Tale of Spain after spending a summer in Spain with relatives. I knew very little about Spanish history and culture before I came, mostly a sketchy outline of New World colonization and something about the Armada from long-ago history classes to which I hadn’t been paying enough attention at the time. How little I knew that some of Spain’s historic sites and figures would eventually find a creative outlet in my work. But after about six weeks spent learning the language in and around Segovia, I grew somewhat familiar with the city because our tutor lived there, and the apartment we all shared in days that now seem long gone by was in a little town literally within walking distance of El Escorial. I got to visit the Alcazar of Segovia and the palace of El Escorial more than once, as well as several other places some of which did and some of which did not make it into this fictional narrative.

Several times on that excursion, I was asked if I planned to use any of the settings or history that I was being exposed to in a work of fiction. I didn’t understand this at the time to be a pretty firm hint. I would like to think of myself as humble—that it simply didn’t occur to me anyone would want my two cents worth about historical Europe. But the truth, more probably, was that I didn’t feel adequate because the type of fiction most often brought up as an example was historical romance, big fat books like Philippa Gregory’s The Other Boleyn Girl. Having spent most of my life locked away in a world of fantasy and sci-fi, I never wrote about history and I also was a bit of a short story writer at the time. Staring down at the prospect of writing a long, sensual romantic tale, I found it didn’t appeal to me and so I had no plans to explore my trip to Europe in fiction. 

Of course, since this was what people wanted to read, having taken me on the trip as a big favor to my writing because I couldn’t afford something like that myself, it wasn’t long before I began to draft a manuscript using some of the Spain elements. Our trip included visits to Great Britain, Ireland, and France, but we lived in Spain for almost two months so it had come to feel more like home than the briefly seen other countries. I really struggled, to be honest, and what’s even funnier is I published some of those struggles. I blended travel elements into a remake of a story I’d already published back in 2008 (Millhaven Castle), presented that as an ebook under the title “Alyce,” and got a lot more attention than I had ever received for my fiction up to that point. But the reaction was mixed and readers were obviously frustrated. I was pretty sure it was because the story had been more my sort of thing to write and not a heavy historical romance. So, I tried to increase the melodrama and adventure in a sequel called “Victoria,” which was set in the same transitional, pseudo-historical-but-not-really-history world I had been using for “Alyce.” Of course, for readers looking for historical fiction, this whole annoying fake history world must have been a pain, but I had never written anything historical in my life and I preferred to think in fantasy at that point. It was a dabble the toes in the water because you don’t want to jump into the pool situation. 

These stories both got attention but were both essentially failures. I wanted to ditch the whole project over the next six to seven years, but something about “Victoria” and “Alyce,” the Alcazar and El Escorial, just nagged at me. I planned to throw the whole thing away as ruined, in part because I rather resented the idea that fat historical romance was a sort of gold standard that I wasn’t good enough to meet even when I was encouraged in it, and I did not want to think about it again. But the opposite happened. Each year, while I worked on other books, I tinkered with “Victoria” and “Alyce” just a little more. They slowly grew into one book, that book got rewritten, and then I suddenly realized I could just be really sincere about the story’s origins and be done with it. This book had been inspired by my trip to Europe and since I wasn’t interested in historical adventure, the story that came to be in these rewrites was a sort of biopic about my travels with people I knew. 

It is about my family—both the people who accompanied me to Europe and those still at home—and about a few of our friends who contributed to the story in some significant way. That journey to Europe was the culmination of many years of backstory, even intrigue (does that sound too theatrical?) in my mother’s family and my father’s family too. And so, unlike everything else I’ve ever written, it wrote itself in a large part. It wanted to be told. Since I spend most of my waking hours coming up with stories, it has been a learning experience to deal with a story that I did not create. But at times, very often I think, those are some of the best ones. 

The plot is now solidly set in real historical Europe (no fake history) and the characters, though mostly fictional except for the king, are based on myself and real people. Because the king (Felipe III) was someone historically real, he might not seem to pertain much to the story. But over time I’ve come to associate him with my sister’s husband, although at the time of the European trip he was not even a part of our lives, because she married him about six years after—about the time I was trying to ditch Victoria altogether and it kept coming back to life on me. Although the king is a bad guy, he’s a fun character and I think my brother-in-law would get a kick out of playing him if we were all to dramatize this story that we have become a part of! 

Now that you have patiently waded through a small essay I wrote about why this book exists, you can read on to find a character list of family and friends, a sort of miniature family tree like a sapling, and how they pertain to the story. To retain their privacy, I have not used real names, only general labels, and to facilitate the plot I have sometimes changed ages relative to each other, making some older or younger than they would be in real life. But I think in the end it has become a very real picture of a family, of a circle, and I think it is also true to the culture of Spain. There must have been people exactly like this, lost to history, in the 17th century, and in recording my adventures I might have stumbled on their story too. 

I learned years later of a persistent rumor that the Alcazar in Segovia, which I made home to Victoria and her sisters, had been an inspiration for both Walt Disney’s animated movie Snow White and for the much later Cinderella’s castle at Walt Disney World. This seemed more than a coincidence to me since the original stories, “Victoria” and “Alyce,” had been planned as retellings of Snow White and Cinderella! And traveling through Spain all those years ago was certainly a fairy tale experience for me in more ways than one. It’s maybe natural that when I started writing this story it took on the nature of a fairy tale more than a really researched historical novel. I’m sure an expert on Spanish history could find any number of little inaccuracies in my book. But while the story is only intended to be light reading, I hope that it captures the lovely atmospheres of the places I visited and of which I am now a humble fan. 

Sarah Scheele

October 12, 2020
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Characters Of the Story
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The Author ~ Elixabet; Anne Warren. Elixabet is the heroine’s cousin and a retiring person who has a side role in the story. Anne, a crazed history buff who feels personally validated by believing she’s connected to royal historical figures, represents my past efforts to fit this book into historical fiction. She is a character from earlier drafts who is still needed for a plot in the middle of the story. 

My Sisters ~ Julia; Bella; Victoria (Elixabet’s cousins)

My parents ~ Duke Carlos and Duchess Sarasa

My Father’s Sister and her Husband ~ Aunt Faline and Uncle Maritan

My Mother’s Nieces, two of whom traveled with me to Spain ~ Lucinda; Neva; Araina (all these are sisters in real life); and Catherine and Hortense (these two are sisters in real life and the first three are their cousins.)

My Father’s Nephews, Sons of His Sister ~ Webster, Joanes, Duke Ignacio

Men We Knew Closely in Real Life ~ the Hirado (a long-time good friend of mine from Germany); King Felipe (my sister’s husband); Walno Halleñdora (several long-term male friends from South Asia); Lunaro and Prince Roderick (my father’s colleague of many years and his son); Henri (an online acquaintance of mine who often chats with me and offers feedback about my writing and blogging.)

My Mother’s Sisters, those nieces belong to them in real life but are split up all over the place in the story ~ Lady Warren, Duchess Almezia

My mother’s Aunt, who has served as a grandmother to us all for many years ~ The Infanta

Her Sons, My Mother’s Cousins ~ Diego, and Bruno

My Mother’s Grandmother ~ Mrs. Corkum

My Maternal Grandmother, who suffered mental health issues for my entire life. I imagine her in the story as young, long before I was born ~ Lucy

The Pastor and His Wife, a composite of five different couples at five different churches over the course of my life ~ Mr. and Mrs. Holston

My Paternal Grandfather ~ Roderick’s Uncle 

People who read Victoria early on in its failed glamor phase, before it was finished as creative nonfiction. Many of these were young women whom I knew personally and who have since gotten married. ~ Alaina

The husbands/boyfriends of those early reviewers ~ Tom

My Father’s Brother (RIP) and his Wife ~ Elixabet and Joanes’ parents. They never appear in the story but are mentioned as being at odds with Victoria’s parents. 
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The Alcazar, Segovia, Spain: 1615








Victoria had never thought much about the books in her father’s library. And it wasn’t long before she realized that she should have. 

Her parents were the Duke and Duchess of Segovia. Aristocratic families in Spain were very proud and very close-knit, and Victoria’s parents were the most so. They almost seemed to repel visitors on purpose, which would explain why they didn’t have any. Practically no one ever came to the medieval castle their family took care of, and none ever came without permission. Duke Carlos only visited court occasionally when required to have a business audience with young King Felipe III. The new palace in Madrid was lovely, but he had only been there twice, taking Bella and Julia for a required presentation of the girls at court. His daughters had never gone there again. 

Much closer to Segovia was the imposing, gloomy El Escorial, but it was only used as a summer residence, now and then, by members of the royal family, and was mostly devoted to a monastic order. Victoria hadn’t thought much about the king or royal family but had always somehow assumed she’d never see them. Or their palaces. 

Her older sister Bella was standing in front of the mirror, examining a little collar she and Victoria were sewing. The collar was for their mother and they were testing it on Bella, who was a similar size. She was much older than 14-year-old Victoria, a grown-up, and had abundant black curly hair hanging over expressive eyes. Victoria hadn’t yet learned to dress or look much like a grown-up and her hair was disordered and lank, though smooth. Their parents emphasized heavy, old-fashioned clothes, but Bella did not mind the veil. It protected from the intense Spanish sun.

“Do you think it is rumpled?” Bella asked, eying it from every angle. 

“I  . . . can’t tawk,” said Victoria, indistinctly. “I’ve . . . got pins . . . en mi  . . . . mowth.”

She was sewing the other half of the collar. The Duke and Duchess were great advocates for the domestic arts, even though no one ever saw their daughter’s now very numerous productions. But it kept the girls busy and gave them something to talk about with their mother. She didn’t like to discuss most things. 

Bella laughed. “I’m sorry, I forgot!”

There really wasn’t much to say. Neither of them thought repairing one of their mother’s collars was at all interesting, but the Duchess had told them to do it. They both knew the Duchess would come in a few minutes and the collar must be ready. The walls of the Alcazar, the ancient castle that had been handed into their family’s keeping, were sharply silhouetted by the blazing sun that poured in through the balcony, the walls of which were lined with arches. Where the girls were sitting it was cool and dark, the room lighted only by rich brocade on the sofa and bright colors on the painted walls. 

Bella rose abruptly as the Duchess entered. Victoria did the same and they both curtsied respectfully. Duchess Sarasa was the daughter of a minor duke from the Granada area, and she had nothing in common with those in the northern part of the kingdom. Her lack of popularity and widespread mistrust of her among the people of Segovia sped up her husband’s withdrawal from society.

With a nod, she accepted her daughter’s curtsies and sat down, sighing and visibly touching her back. Her health had turned a little weak after delivering six children, but she exaggerated the illnesses for effect these days.

“Did you see that the oregano is growing so well? It was a lot of work for me to set those plants out, but they do lend an aromatic scent. The aroma is so important to your father, you know.”

Victoria nodded, gulping. “Yes, it is.”

Even after years, the formality of the family meant she didn’t know her mother well at all. Whenever the Duchess spoke to her, she felt as if she was being given an examination at a university—not that she’d know what that was like, being a girl, but she had heard about it from young men—or being asked about the details of her life. 

“Yes, I remember.”

“Oregano is one of the best plants. I think it smells like babies,” Bella said, cheerfully. 

Sarasa emitted a wide smile and chuckled, refusing to elaborate on something of which her daughters were so ignorant. Victoria knew a great deal about herbs since she was learning to cook along with other castle duties, and of course, Bella was a grown-up so she probably knew the little that was needed to be known about oregano. 

This conversation was, like most with their mother, quite flat. Sarasa munched some cheese from a small silver platter. “Babies. I’ve always liked babies. But then, I’m such a devoted mother.”

“You’ve given us the most valuable moral instruction,” Bella said.

Victoria nodded brightly. That was the sort of thing they always agreed on and always said. 

Sarasa quite beamed. Her eyes lighted up and suddenly she seemed to see her daughter much better. However, she was conscious that a silence had fallen and changed the subject to their aunt, who was visiting the Alcazar. (This was one of the few people with whom their mother kept up any conversation.)

“Did you know what your Aunt Faline told me? Your cousin Rosina is getting married! Wouldn’t you two like to go to the wedding? I could talk to your father about it . . .”

Victoria hadn’t met these people at all and when pressed, she admitted she didn’t care about going.

“But . . . all my old friends will be there!” Sarasa exclaimed, baffled. 

“We don’t know them,” Bella informed her, calmly. 

Sarasa flushed crimson. “Oh, of course, you know them! Don’t you remember? They came here years ago.”

“I was about twelve and Victoria doesn’t remember at all,” said Bella. “And they didn’t talk to us.”

Sarasa looked helplessly at Victoria, who didn’t argue. The duchess stitched her lips and softly drifted out of the room. A faint air of disapproval lingered, but they quietly resumed their activities as if nothing had happened. 

It was a typical morning with their mother. 

There were six sisters. Bella and Julia were the oldest. Lucinda came next and was now about seventeen. Neva was fifteen, followed by Victoria. Araina, the youngest, was only eleven years old. Often the sisters, who were bored inside the stoic Alcazar, snuck out of the castle to roam around the nearby village, Segovia. Mostly they just slipped past the guards and into the green lawn surrounding the castle, but Lucinda and Neva had gone farther into a restaurant full of people they didn’t know, insisting it was very good fun. 

Victoria knew Lucinda longed for court life and she often heard her begging Duchess Sarasa to please, please let her go to court! 

“I’m almost eighteen. It’s barely decent for me not to be presented and you won’t even do it!” she moaned. 

Duchess Sarasa continued sewing. “This is not a matter to be dictated by you. You are not going to lose all your beauty by eighteen, you silly girl. You can wait. I’m really surprised at you, my dear.”

Lucinda ran out mildly howling, brushing past Victoria in the hall. 

That night she crept out into the town again with Neva, who was too young to go, but who was always up for making trouble. When Lucinda came back, she was—Victoria thought—a little tipsy. She acted strangely and staggered. Bella took Victoria and Araina away and told them exciting stories about dragons and knights all evening, and Victoria didn’t see Lucinda until the next day when she looked all right. Lucinda still hadn’t been presented at court. 

Julia no longer lived with them. She had eloped with a young man from France and Duke Carlos had been furious about it. He wouldn’t speak of her because she ran away without his permission. He’d probably have been even madder if he’d known Araina had almost slipped and fallen to her death off the steep precipice on the west side of the castle because of Julia. The Alcazar was built on a hill. Going down the sloping green led into the village, but the other way was a steep plummet. Julia and Araina had been tiptoeing there, Julia showing off to her very young sister, and when Araina had tried to imitate her she had fallen down and desperately clung to some tree roots that stuck out of the rock. It had been a terrifying fifteen minutes as the others hauled her up.

Their mother and father still didn’t know about that. 

It was late afternoon and the sun was at its highest. The contrast between the blazing streams of light and the rest of the dark, cool room was intense. Victoria glanced over her shoulder, to where a row of triangular parapets stood like sentinels, almost invisible in the whitish sunlight that poured over them in dusky shafts.  When she looked back, the room was empty. Bella was gone. Victoria supposed it wasn’t surprising. In this castle, people were always disappearing.

The castle had few servants and fewer visitors. Even the hollow, carved sandstone dungeons in the mountain on which the castle stood were almost always empty. Prisoners were taken to the new jail in nearby Segovia. However, they did receive occasional visits from the Sarasa’s sister, and there was another extremely frequent visitor. When Victoria descended into the sunny courtyard, past bare, cream-colored stone walls lined with heraldic shields, she saw her father accepting the bows of this person.

“The Duchess has been eager to speak with you again. Her back has been in such discomfort. Could you pray over her again? We’re so grateful for your healing, Signor Jessel.”

Signor Jessel, a short, balding man in his sixties, said he would be delighted. He was an Italian who specialized in quack medicine and in getting into the graces of high-ranking families. He liked Victoria very much. It was understood he admired all his patron’s daughters, but he liked Victoria the most. Victoria, he had remarked to her father, had a profound, naturally humanitarian spirit. Plus, she was an admirer of several recently popular health procedures which were very important to her father. Victoria had merely parroted the words her father used since she hadn’t the least idea what they were talking about. It had been a great success and there was now an idea she and old, greasy Signor Jessel were friends.

“Ah, Lady Victoria! How are you? Your father must be glad of this jewel given to support his later life,” said Signor Jessel, dictatorially. He kissed her hand.

Victoria squirmed a little but could not get away. She didn’t like Signor Jessel at all—so it was very awkward that the opposite notion had become established. He, like the duke, viewed Victoria as an idealized daughter who, though very beautiful and talented, was quite satisfied to throw her life away taking care of her parents forever. This deception had been sort of rewarding for Victoria, to the extent she cared about it. Signor Jessel had given her a necklace that had belonged to his late wife, and the duke, delighted at having one of his daughters seem really interested in quack healings, had frequently given her money which she now kept in her tiny private strongbox. 

I act as though I’m saving up for an emergency. I don’t know why. What emergency could possibly happen?

Victoria touched her throat since they seemed to expect her to say something. “I’m doing very
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