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            To my beloved faithful companions, Lady Belle and Merida, the sweetest loves, the quirkiest personalities, who inspired me
               to write a story about the love between a dog and her best friend
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The Princess

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
Princess Lilibet

         
         
            Late December 1939

         

         There comes a time in every princess’s life when she must set aside the nuances of childhood and preexisting ideals, because
            the reality of her future is most formidably laid at her feet.
         

         
         Although she didn’t realize it at the time, for thirteen-year-old Princess Lilibet, first in line to the throne after her
            father, King George VI, that moment came in the fall of 1939 when her country, a land over which she would someday reign,
            declared war against Germany. It was also at this time that Lilibet’s sense of betrayal by a formerly most favored uncle was
            solidified, because how could he have placed such a great burden on her father?
         

         
         Lilibet thrilled at the sounds of London as she exited Buckingham Palace. Just beyond the massive gates, car horns blared in the morning traffic, and people who’d gathered to watch the royal family cheered. Dookie, her favorite of the family dogs—a corgi—stopped short on the leash she held, one short front paw lifted, as he stiffened, ears perked. She glanced toward the wrought iron gates, the marching King’s Guard in their red and black uniforms, hats as tall as her sister, Margaret, whom they called Margot. 

         
         For as long as she could remember the people of London had been enamored of her, always wanting to take her picture. Lilibet
            was happy to oblige, waving to the growing crowd as flashes from the cameras blinked at her from between the faces.
         

         
         “Come along, Lilibet, Margot,” their governess, Crawfie, urged.

         
         Lilibet turned, and watched as Margot led their other corgi, Jane, into the waiting automobile.

         
         “Come on, Dookie.” The corgi glanced up at Lilibet, mouth open in almost a smile. He took one last glance at the throngs beyond
            the iron bars and then trotted toward the car with Lilibet racing after him.
         

         
         For more months than she cared to count, Lilibet and her younger sister had been sequestered in Balmoral, Scotland, separated
            from their parents who’d remained in London. Everyone said it was for their own safety. Most of the children in the city had
            been sent to the country, and her parents didn’t want them to be the exception, even though Lilibet made the argument they
            were safe behind the walls of Buckingham Palace.
         

         
         To keep the two of them busy and feeling as though they were contributing to the war efforts, Crawfie arranged for the princesses
            to sew with some of the women in the nearby village. Lilibet didn’t particularly like sewing, but she did like being a part
            of the group.
         

         
         Now, as she clambered into the black Lanchester limousine, sitting beside her sister, opposite their smiling mother, Lilibet
            was glad for a chance to be on holiday, reunited with her parents again. They were “us four.” And “us four” wasn’t a thing
            if it was only “us two.”
         

         
         Dookie hopped up on the seat beside her, his tiny claws clicking against the window as he pushed himself up on his hind legs to stare out. Jane joined him, their little fluffy bottoms wiggling with excitement. 

         
         Lilibet had never been more excited about the prospect of a holiday with their parents. But she was nervous as well—because
            on this holiday there was already the anticipation of an ending, of a moment when the pleasure would be yanked away and the
            family would be separated once more. For this reason, she found it maddening how slowly the driver pulled through the gates
            of Buckingham Palace. The car was moving at such a snail’s pace the princess couldn’t help fearing that any moment her papa
            would open the door, step out onto the pavement, and—holding out a hand to their mother, Queen Elizabeth—leave Lilibet and
            Margot to be whisked away. Their majesties had decided their daughters ought to be closer to them in case something catastrophic
            happened. So, after their Christmas holiday at Sandringham in Norfolk, Lilibet and Margot would be moved to Windsor Castle.
            Well, Lilibet thought, at least that was closer than Balmoral. But Lilibet pushed that eventuality momentarily away. A glorious
            few weeks with her parents at Sandringham lay ahead, a holiday that felt almost normal. If anyone had dared to change those
            plans last minute, Lilibet had decided she might just pull a Margot and let everyone know what she thought about it—loudly
            and with a stamping foot.
         

         
         “Will there be a blackout at Sandringham?” Margot asked as they passed the scores of people who’d gathered to wave goodbye
            to the royal family.
         

         
         “Of course there will,” Lilibet answered with all authority. “Sandringham is still in England. All of the country is under
            blackout orders.”
         

         
         Margot stuck her tongue out at Lilibet, who just shook her head and stared out the window. They passed by shop fronts with large signs painted in bold: Order Your Xmas Game and Poultry Here and Now! 

         
         Father Christmas waved outside a toy shop, his traditional red hat replaced with a tin helmet, looking like he might be marching
            to the front soon. Lilibet nudged Margot and pointed. Her sister squealed and waved wildly, causing Dookie to start barking
            and Papa to begin shushing him.
         

         
         Lilibet grinned, thinking of the wrapped packages in the boot of the car that she and Margot had purchased at Woolworths in
            Scotland. Gifts for their parents and select others. But the best Christmas gift they’d selected was not from Woolworths.
            With the help of their grandmother Queen Mary they’d picked a beautiful Fabergé fan, of cream silk, and silk gauze leaf, with
            mother-of-pearl and pink and white enameled gold, decorated with diamonds. A glorious gift for their mother.
         

         
         Two tiny paws pressed on Lilibet’s knee. Dookie had somehow gotten down on the car floor and was nudging her hands for a lift
            back up. Lilibet obliged, giving the corgi a kiss on the nose. Not to be left out, Jane gave a short yip, and Margot tucked
            the second dog onto her small lap. Dookie, originally named Duke, had been brought into their family about six years ago,
            and Jane a few years after that. Crackers and Carol, the newest additions, born last Christmas Eve, were on the seat between
            their majesties, busily tugging back and forth on a stick they’d somehow sneaked into the car.
         

         
         There was such a difference in the London they passed through on their way to the roads that would take them north to the safety of the Sandringham estate. Despite the coming holiday and its cheer, there was no missing that the country was at war. The pre-Christmas liveliness felt muted. Perhaps it was the lack of children running through the streets. The absence of mothers shopping, pushing their prams. Despite the festive shop windows there was no one to draw inside; the streets were unnaturally empty. 

         
         Christmas was bound to be solemn with so many fathers, sons, grandsons missing. Because while some men had been able to get
            leave to come home, others were still stationed in France and elsewhere abroad. Lilibet glanced at her father, who sat stoically
            beside her mother, both of them gazing out their respective windows, their hands clasped on the seat between them. Her father
            had been marching through the halls of the palace since Lilibet and Margot had arrived, practicing the Christmas speech he
            would record when they reached Sandringham. A speech promoting perseverance despite the understandable feelings of desolation.
            If his message was meant to soothe the adults, perhaps a similar message from her would soothe the children separated from
            their parents.
         

         
         Even at her age, Lilibet wasn’t oblivious to the world, or to the emotions of her parents. She knew, of course, that her father
            remained angry with his brother for abdicating in 1936. Papa had told Lilibet of his feelings himself. Even if the royal family
            had striven to hide that fact from the world, even if the staff had whispered about King George’s displeasure when they thought
            she and Margot weren’t listening.
         

         
         Her father had believed that as a future queen she had the right to know what a disappointment it was that her uncle David decided to abandon his duties for matters of the heart. The very idea of choosing selfishness over duty sat so thick in her belly that Lilibet could hardly breathe when she thought of such behavior. Behavior made more wrong in her eyes by the enormous pressure this put on her beloved father. 

         
         Lilibet glanced toward her younger sister, so innocent at nine years old and filled with as much fire as an unbroken, wild
            horse. She would never do to Margot what their uncle had done to her father. She would never fail her family, or her country,
            by passing the crown to her younger sibling. Not ever.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Lilibet uncurled herself from around Dookie’s body as he leaped toward the window, wagging tail hitting her in the nose. Crackers
            and Carol were yipping and clamping their teeth on Mummy’s hem in their excitement, while Jane sat on Margot’s lap, panting
            and wagging her nubby tail, trying to escape the young princess’s tight hold.
         

         
         “We’re here,” Margot cried excitedly, letting go of Jane who inadvertently leaped on top of poor Dookie in order to get a
            better view.
         

         
         The dogs seemed to know when and where they’d arrived, their levels of excitement different. Always more so when they reached
            their country estate, perhaps hopeful to go out in pursuit of game. Though they weren’t allowed to work like the hunting dogs
            in the kennels, they loved to pretend, and Lilibet enjoyed watching.
         

         
         The Lanchester pulled to a stop in front of the great house originally bought by Queen Victoria for her son Prince Albert—later Edward VII—and used as a holiday retreat ever since. The servants were lined up in a row to greet the royal family in front of the redbrick building with its cream-colored stone trim. Sandringham always reminded Lilibet so much of Hampton Court Palace. 

         
         Dookie and Jane burst from the car at the first moment the footman opened the door, startling some members of the staff. A
            butler tossed them each a little biscuit to keep them from tasting the ankles of the various servants who were unloading the
            car and greeting the royal family.
         

         
         “Your Highness,” the butler said, bowing deeply—a bow that was mimicked by all those standing at attention behind him.

         
         “A happy Christmas to you all,” the king said.

         
         Even as her father was speaking, Margot darted beneath the stone portico and through the wooden front doors. Lilibet wasn’t
            far behind. Someone needed to keep an eye on Margot—Lilibet had learned that over the years—but this time it was also an excuse
            to get on with the fun. Inside, the grand house smelled sublimely of Christmas—like a combination of wishes, crisp fir trees,
            and freshly steamed Christmas puddings.
         

         
         Lilibet followed Margot to the dining room, where two newly cut fir trees stood tall and proud on separate tables. One tree
            was for the royal family itself, while the other was for the household. Candles had been placed evenly on the branches, surrounded
            by decorations, including gilt gingerbread, golden eggs, and red and ivory ribbons. There was a third tree, tall and just
            as beautifully decorated, in the sitting room. Until that moment, Lilibet had feared the holiday would somehow be taken from
            her; but now she was filled to the brim with Christmas happiness, and a broad smile spread across her face. Wrapping her arms
            around Margot, she gave her sister a squeeze. Margot squeezed her back, before ducking out from under her arms and reaching
            for one of the gingerbread men.
         

         
         “Well, this looks splendid,” Mummy said as she breezed into the room.

         
         “Quite.” Papa nodded with satisfaction. In his military uniform, which he’d taken to wearing at all times now that they were
            at war, he looked as if he’d just come from a tour of duty abroad.
         

         
         Suddenly, a lively, wriggling mass burst into the room as the corgis raced to the tree and began running around it. Taking
            a detour, Dookie jumped up and closed his mouth around the gingerbread man in Margot’s hand, racing away with it as she shouted.
         

         
         Dookie dashed out of the room once more with Jane, Crackers, and Carol in pursuit, their yips echoing, followed by a howl
            from one of the servants who likely got stuck in the middle of the canine horde.
         

         
         “It’s a good thing they are cute,” Queen Elizabeth murmured.

         
         Lilibet wholeheartedly agreed with that sentiment. “Their bums are so fluffy,” she whispered to Margot, knowing it would coax
            a much needed laugh out of her sister, who was close to tears about the lost gingerbread man. It did the trick, and Margot
            was back to her old self.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Lilibet leaned her ear against the closed office door, listening to her father as he struggled to push out the words of his
            Christmas message. They were prerecording the speech rather than broadcasting it live both to accommodate her father’s speech
            impediment and because Christmas seemed to be the one holiday the family could still largely claim for their own.
         

         
         “The festival . . . which we all know . . . as Christmas . . . is . . . ab-ab-ab-ab-above all, the festival of peace and of the home . . . Among all free . . . peoples . . . the love of peace . . . is profound . . . , for this alone . . . gives . . . security . . . to the home . . . But . . . true peace . . . is in the hearts of men . . . and it is . . . the tragedy of this time . . . that there are . . . powerful . . . countries . . . whose whole direction . . . and policy . . . are based on . . . ag-ggression . . . and the suppression . . . of all that we hold dear for mankind.” 

         
         He always had the most trouble with his As, Lilibet noted. If only it were possible to write a speech leaving out that dreaded letter.
         

         
         “There you are.” The sharp tones of her governess sounded behind the princess. Lilibet whirled to see Crawfie standing, hands
            folded in front, looking down at her. Her thin hair was neatly styled, her plain wool skirt and jacket almost uniform like.
         

         
         “You oughtn’t to be snooping.” Crawfie pursed her lips in the way she did when she was disappointed.

         
         “If I am to be queen, then shouldn’t I know what is expected?” Lilibet straightened, trying to mimic the stance her grandmother
            Queen Mary used when addressing members of the staff.
         

         
         Crawfie, while employed by the royal household, was more of a family member. So she wasn’t in the least intimidated. Without
            so much as a twitch, she replied, “It is expected as queen you’ll not be so base as to eavesdrop.”
         

         
         Lilibet pressed her lips together. The woman had a point she couldn’t argue with.

         
         “Besides, it’s time for tea.” Crawfie started to turn, clearly expecting Lilibet to follow her.

         
         Ordinarily, the princess would have. Lilibet believed in rules and the following of them. After all, if there were no chain of command, whether in a family or an entire country, things would fall apart. This, however, was a hill she’d decided to die on. “Papa is not done.” 

         
         Crawfie paused, the squint of her eyes the only hint of her surprise. “He’ll be done soon enough. Your queen is waiting.”

         
         One of the footmen took that moment to arrive with the dogs who’d been out for a walk, and rather than the exercise having
            calmed them, they seemed only to be overexcited now.
         

         
         Let off their leashes they joined Lilibet and Crawfie as they headed to the drawing room, their doggie heads high, their paws
            prancing. There was something so endearing in their short-legged trot, the wiggle of their bums, the elegant lift of their
            chins. And, oh, how they loved. Yes, Lilibet thought, there was no other word for it. When Dookie cuddled up to her, he actually
            smiled, his eyes closed, and the muscles in his little snout flexed as if he were trying with all his might to show her his
            joy at being with her.
         

         
         Lilibet had tea with her sister and then the two joined their parents and their grandmother Queen Mary in the cozy firelight
            of the small sitting room that the family favored when alone, where presents lay beneath the tree ready for the family exchange.
            But despite the piles of wrapped packages, what immediately caught Lilibet’s eye as she entered were the small stockings dangling
            from her mother’s fingers. Little red velvet things, each with the name of a dog embroidered on it in silver thread.
         

         
         “Would you ladies like to do the honors?” The queen held out the stockings to Margot and Lilibet.

         
         Margot plucked out a ball which she tossed in Jane’s direction, only to be intercepted by Crackers, with Carol nipping at his heels. Lilibet took Dookie’s stocking from her mother and made eye contact with the corgi. He came forward and sat down in front of her, his gaze concentrating so hard on her that it felt as if he were peering into her soul. 

         
         “You’re a good boy, Dookie,” she said quietly, pulling a biscuit from his stocking and holding it toward him. “Gentle.”

         
         Dookie understood. He gingerly parted his black lips and slowly clamped his tiny white teeth on the biscuit, waiting until
            she said, “Bon appétit,” before tucking in to chew. They’d practiced this many times over the last six years, and Dookie had
            learned that Lilibet had infinite patience and was always willing to reward good behavior.
         

         
         But even Lilibet’s patience had its limits, and she was delighted that it was, at last, time to sit down to open her own Christmas
            presents and see how her parents liked the gifts she and Margot had selected for them. She dearly hoped her mother would love
            the Fabergé fan.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The following morning, after attending church at St. Mary Magdalene, the family sat together in comfortable silence for the
            short ride back to Sandringham for their holiday feast and the broadcast of Papa’s Christmas message—something they would
            listen to with the rest of the nation.
         

         
         Lilibet stared out the car window at the cloud-riddled sky, and for a moment her mind left the lovely local scene with its scent of snow in the air. She found herself wondering what Prince Philip was doing this Christmas Day. Philip was the son of Prince Andrew of Greece and Denmark and Princess Alice of Battenberg and, through their mutual relation Queen Victoria, was Lilibet’s third cousin. They’d first met at the wedding of her uncle Prince George to Philip’s cousin Princess Marina in 1934. They’d become reacquainted earlier this year on her visit to the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth, where Philip had charmed her with his humor and his athleticism as he leaped over the tennis nets. Although he was nearly five years older than she, they’d exchanged a few letters since, a cordial correspondence in which Philip never made her feel like a little girl. 

         
         With her face heating up at the thought of Philip, Lilibet gave a sideways glance at her family to make sure they hadn’t noticed.

         
         Margot teased Lilibet whenever she spied her writing to Philip, calling it a crush and singing rubbish songs about it. Crawfie
            insisted Philip was too old for her. But Lilibet was four years older than Margot and they’d grown up dressing alike and playing
            together. What difference did a few short years make? Besides, he was lonely, and in a way, so was she now that Papa had become
            king.
         

         
         Lilibet bit her lip, returning her attention to the overcast sky. Perhaps it was a crush, she conceded to herself. So what? Didn’t every princess dream about a Prince Charming? It didn’t mean she was going
            to marry Philip.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Royal Report
Trusted News of All Things Royal

         
         
            There’s been a new addition to the Royal Family. Fans of the Pembroke Welsh corgis, Their Majesties have procured for our
               beloved Princess Elizabeth on the occasion of her eighteenth birthday a corgi of her own. We’ve yet to learn the name of the
               newest royal pup, but we have heard from an anonymous source that a proper bed has been commissioned to match Princess Elizabeth’s
               new suite of rooms in pink and flowered chintz. Coming of age, Princess Elizabeth, the heir presumptive, has been given a
               personal household at Buckingham Palace along with an official flag displaying her own royal coat of arms. Though she has
               been named counsellor of state, King George VI has yet to name his daughter heir apparent, as there is still a chance a son
               could be conceived, thus our princess has not been titled Princess of Wales.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Susan

         
         
            February 1944

         

         Memory is all anyone has left of the days they’ve lived, those they’ve loved, laughs shared, tears shed.

         
         Memories are special gifts we take out and unwrap over and over again.

         
         Without memory, we are lost. Who is to say we’ve really lived? Or how we find our way home?

         
         Without remembrance, we vanish with the wind. Fade into the rhythmic ticktick of an earthly clock that signals the passing
            of a currency no one can quite grasp—time. But then there is a smell, a sound, a touch, and some elusive moment is snatched from the far reaches of a labyrinth inside
            our head and relived.
         

         
         Moments good and bad.
         

         
         The first memories I have are of being warm amid a heap of squirming furry bodies. The simple pleasure of a full belly and
            stretching as far as my paws would let me reach.
         

         
         Have you ever noticed how good it feels to stretch? Take a moment, I’ll wait.

         
         I am stretching now. Feeling very at home as the squeaks of my brothers and sisters sound around me, the comforting tones of my mother’s heavy panting. And then—magic. The delighted sound of human voices reaches me where I lie cozily. Not the humans who were raising me, different ones. They don’t all sound the same, humans, but the vibrations inside their necks mix with the formations of their shortened tongues creating an enchanting noise: words.

         
         The deeper voice belonging to a stranger mixes with the softer lilt of the woman who checks on us throughout the day. I like
            her voice, she is kindhearted; she rubs our tummies and loves our mother.
         

         
         “I think she’ll like that one.” The low timbre vibrates in my ears, and I squirm deeper into the pile, trying to hide.

         
         “The one on the left?” asks our keeper.

         
         “No, no, the one in the middle.”

         
         “Ah, that’s Pippa.”

         
         That’s me. I’m Hickathrift Pippa, a Pembroke Welsh corgi.

         
         “Pippa.” I can hear the grin in his voice, and then he wraps me up in his large, five-fingered paws and lifts me into the
            air.
         

         
         I startle, my stubby limbs straightening out, and I have that strange feeling of falling with no place good to land, only
            to realize I am still tucked safely in the stranger’s grasp. The two humans laugh, a sound that makes me want to join them,
            but all that comes out is a minuscule yip.
         

         
         I blink open my eyes, my vision blurry. The man is huge; his blue eyes look into mine. Everything in the world stills a little.
            There’s a connection between us. How surprising. But I feel as if I can see straight into this human’s soul. I may not fully
            understand the deep meaning behind what I can see, but I’m not afraid of this human. Instead, I feel at peace.
         

         
         The flesh snout on him is not as long as Mother’s, and I wonder what it would taste like if he were close enough to lick. He smiles. I squint my eyes, trying as hard as I can to smile back. I decide I like him, and I want him to know it. 

         
         “Hello, Pippa, a pleasure to meet you,” he says. “I’m King George.”

         
         I am not sure what a king is. But even at my tender age I understand the pack system we dogs use. There’s the alpha, the betas,
            the deltas, and the omegas. I’m pretty sure this man is used to being the alpha.
         

         
         I open my mouth to ask, but all that happens is a massive yawn that ends on a short squeak. I keep forgetting that dogs can’t
            speak in the same way as humans.
         

         
         “Adorable,” he croons, his voice changing into something that makes me wriggle deeper into his hands. I’d be happy if he held
            me longer.
         

         
         “The princess will love her,” my caretaker says.

         
         The man’s big hands stroke my head and rub my belly. “When can you bring her to Windsor?” he asks.

         
         “On her highness’s birthday if you’d like.” My caretaker touches my nose with her finger, her hand that always smells slightly
            of biscuits.
         

         
         “Brilliant.” King George lowers me back into the nest of blankets with my brothers and sisters, the dull thud of his shoes
            echoing against the kennel floor and his voice fading as he and my caretaker drift away.
         

         
         I didn’t fully understand right then what was happening, but I soon learned that this chance meeting would change the course
            of my life, and those of the generations of corgis to come after me.
         

         
         Today I became Lilibet’s, but more important, a future queen became mine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Princess Lilibet

         
         
            Windsor Castle

            April 21, 1944

         

         Today was her eighteenth birthday.

         
         Princess Lilibet bolted upright on the soft mattress, swung her feet over the side of her four-poster bed, and then, feeling
            the draft of the old medieval castle at Windsor, quickly tucked them back beneath the covers. She knew it was morning, but
            her room was still pitch-black. The windows were draped in thick curtains—blackout curtains—to prevent any light from shining
            out. A country at war had to protect itself from enemy pilots searching for any glow. Dropping their bombs when they spotted
            one.
         

         
         Stifling a yawn, she slipped a hand beneath her silk pillow and pulled out the envelope she’d been saving for the perfect
            day—her birthday—to open. With a smile, Lilibet leaped out of bed. She hopped on tiptoe as her feet came off the rug and met
            the chill of the wood floor, as she moved toward the window.
         

         
         Wrenching open the heavy curtains, she blinked rapidly, momentarily blinded. Mother Nature had, it seemed, listened to her royal request for a beautiful day. The upper ward was quiet; a few liveried guards stood at attention at their posts. Ravens perched and cawed on the castle walls, greeting the day. Unlike those at the Tower of London, these ravens were free to fly away. But otherwise, it was too early yet for anyone to be about. A glance over her shoulder at the clock on the mantel showed it was still a good thirty minutes before either her old governess, Crawfie, or Bobo—as she called her nursemaid turned dresser Margaret MacDonald—would come in to wake her. 

         
         “Perfect timing,” Lilibet mused to herself, sitting down in the near window and curling her legs under her for warmth. Her
            moments of peace and solitude were limited—so she always cherished them. Today in particular they would be few.
         

         
         She smoothed her hand over the envelope she’d laid in her lap. The familiar scrawl on the front was as welcome as the summer
            sun on the Scottish moors at Balmoral Castle. Every morning for a week now, she’d pinched the paper of the envelope and willed
            herself to put it back unopened until today. Yet now the moment had come she realized the anticipation had also been delightful,
            so she let her gaze wander out the window in front of her. In the distance a pack of family dogs yipped as a footman took
            them for their morning walk. Lilibet herself made a daily practice of walking the dogs after luncheon. But the morning walk
            belonged to a footman because the pups woke early, as early as the earliest rising servant.
         

         
         Lilibet watched the footman throw a stick and all the dogs—Crackers, the only corgi left to them, Labradors, and a Tibetan lion—took off toward the Round Tower in what seemed a race for their lives. And she smiled, loving as she did the sheer joy and exuberance of animals at play. Animals were so blessedly clueless in those moments of life’s larger trials. They didn’t care about Hitler, his Nazi goons, or the Luftwaffe trying to bomb England into oblivion. They didn’t worry about wearing and saying the right thing—something she worried about daily. Nor did they care for such things as state secrets and the hierarchical system. Particularly when they were at play, they lived in the moment. Right now, she thought, all they cared about was who was going to reach the bit of dead tree branch first. 

         
         Watching them cavort, she recalled the first time she’d ever seen a corgi. She’d been seven and begged her father for one.
            That was when Dookie had joined their family. And she had loved him like he was of her own blood. The pain of losing him at
            the start of the war had yet to wane. And more recently there’d been another loss: Dookie’s playmate, Jane, had been run over
            by an estate worker. Lilibet flinched anytime a vehicle came near the dogs now.
         

         
         Lilibet glanced at the clock again, her belly doing a little flip.

         
         At any moment Margot was bound to burst through the door in song as she did every birthday. And Lilibet did not want her sister
            to snatch away this one secret gift she’d been saving for herself. The time had come to open the letter from Prince Philip.
         

         
         Slipping a thumbnail beneath the flap of the envelope, she released it without tearing it. The scratch of his cursive bloomed
            on the paper folded inside. She drew the pages out, stopping only to listen for footsteps outside her bedroom door.
         

         
         Papa had made it clear he didn’t like the idea of Lilibet and Prince Philip as a couple. He thought she was too young for
            anything serious, and the prince too penniless to be a good match—though the king admitted he found Philip charming enough,
            and even liked hunting with him. Recently her father and mother had started to discourage Lilibet’s contact with the prince,
            which seemed ridiculous, given it had been going on for five years.
         

         
         At the wedding of Philip’s cousin Princess Alexandra to King Peter of Yugoslavia, Papa had gone so far as to tell Philip’s uncle that there should be no more thought given to a marriage between Philip and Lilibet. Of course, that statement, when leaked, though who knew how, had only fueled romantic speculation on the part of the public. Lilibet herself had never expressed her wishes out loud, and as far as she knew, Philip had not either. Her cheeks still heated with embarrassment at the thought that at someone else’s wedding last month, her own marriage prospects had been debated. 

         
         But if Lilibet were honest—and she prided herself on being so unless discretion demanded she remain silent—Prince Philip was
            a man she’d been in love with since the moment she’d watched him leap over those tennis nets at Dartmouth years ago.
         

         
         Those feelings had been cemented when he’d come several months ago to stay at Windsor during Christmas. He’d laughed the loudest
            at the Aladdin pantomime they put on in the Waterloo Chamber, the sound echoing from the walls stripped bare of artwork and the carpets
            removed. With every chuckle from his direction, Lilibet became more enthusiastic and animated in her performance as Aladdin
            himself. She was playacting for Philip more than for anyone else in the audience. At night, they’d turned the gramophone on
            and danced until nearly one in the morning. Only stopping regretfully and parting from each other when Crawfie made remarks
            about beauty sleep and the reputation of the princesses.
         

         
         That had been one of the most memorable Christmases Lilibet could recall.

         
         From beneath her bedroom door came the boisterous barks and trotting footfalls of the dogs. Very soon, Crawfie was likely to come knocking, wondering why Lilibet was still in her nightclothes, which of course was the result of her begging Bobo to come late so she could sleep in, a rarity even on a birthday. 

         
         Lilibet hurried to read the letter, prepared to tuck it safely beneath a cushion on her chair if anyone came in.

         
         
            Dearest Princess,

            How much I regret not being there in person to wish you the happiest of birthdays. I am certain you will be blessed with many
               beautiful gifts that will hold a special place in your heart for all time, and that the celebrations will be worthy of a woman
               as endearing as you are to so many.
            

         

         A woman . . . Philip called her a woman.

         
         One of her greatest fears was that he still thought of her as a girl and considered her someone entertaining to exchange letters
            with and to dance with when no one else was around. She worried that when he was living his larger life she was mostly out
            of his mind as he pursued more worldly women. There certainly had been gossip . . .
         

         
         But in his opening lines Philip made clear he thought her a woman. So maybe there was hope yet that her affections might be returned.
         

         
         If only he were here in person for her birthday. She’d never be brave enough to ask him how he felt about her, but perhaps
            she would be able to glean something just from his manners, his actions.
         

         
         She was used to receiving praise, being a princess of England, and she’d been trained to accept it with polite graciousness. But when Philip bestowed admiration on her, she became flustered, as tongue-tied as Papa, and feeling as wild inside as Margot was on the outside. 

         
         Biting her lower lip, she continued reading.

         
         
            My favorite time on this ship is in the earliest part of the morning, when the sun starts to rise, glistening on the open
               sea, and the water sparkles the same shade of blue as your eyes.
            

         

         Lilibet blew out a long breath, leaning back against the chair. Over the years of their correspondence Philip had shared stories
            of his experience as a cadet in training and then as a midshipman all over the world—down to descriptions of countries he’d
            visited and the surprisingly equally interesting innerworkings of a ship. But this comment about the color of her eyes felt
            different.
         

         
         With a sigh, she returned her attention to Philip’s neat handwriting, letting herself be taken away by his details about the
            ocean. It was nice to experience the world through his eyes—at least the parts he could write about without the entire thing
            being redacted. His last line sent hope soaring through her.
         

         
         
            I will endeavor to visit in July when given my promised shore leave.

         

         “I will count the days,” Lilibet said wistfully, staring out the window at the freshly budding trees in Windsor Great Park.

         
         And hope nothing happened to prevent that leave . . . particularly the worst thing of all. Men were dying for Britain, including
            those brave men serving on the seas.
         

         
         Lilibet felt certain Philip kept hidden most of what he saw of war, which she counted as a blessing. From the highest points of Windsor, she’d been able to see London burning during the Blitz. Many nights they’d slept in the castle’s dungeon, now remade into a bomb shelter, with cots, blankets, books, and other necessities. On each of those nights, she and Margot had packed up their tiny suitcases and trudged down into the dark, unsure of how long they’d have to remain. 

         
         They were fortunate thus far not to have been hit. Lilibet heard some of the servants whisper about Hitler wanting to live
            at Windsor when he invaded, and she’d made up her mind to personally burn the place to the ground before she let that dictator
            set foot in the castle that held so much importance for British history.
         

         
         Fortunately, Lilibet didn’t believe Hitler’s boots would ever stomp on the quadrangle. Her mother was fairly confident too.
            After the Luftwaffe had bombed Buckingham Palace—with her parents in residence—Papa declared it was God’s will that Hitler
            would not defeat him. They’d started walking among the people at the bomb sites, talking to them. Mummy said she could look
            those in the East End in the eye now that her own home had also been bombed.
         

         
         Lilibet was jealous of her parents’ London walks. She wanted to move among the residents of the capital as well. Next month
            she would make her first public speech at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Hackney—bearing her mother’s name—as its president.
            But while she was proud to be honored with such an important duty, she longed to do something to support the war effort.
         

         
         So many girls her age had joined the Women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service, including some from her own Girl Guide and Sea Ranger troops at Windsor. Lilibet longed to pull on the scratchy wool uniform and pin her hat in place. Mary Churchill had been allowed to join the ATS and was now serving in the antiaircraft batteries. It was a job that seemed compelling and important. What she wouldn’t give to be able to shoot the Luftwaffe out of the sky. 

         
         Perhaps I ought to appeal to Winston Churchill to intercede with Papa, she thought, folding the letter on her lap and sliding it back into its envelope. As a father himself, Churchill might persuasively
            argue that a daughter’s duty to country was not such a bad thing.
         

         
         But even without an appeal to Churchill, Lilibet was determined to continue her fight to become a second subaltern in the
            ATS and then work her way up to junior commander like the prime minister’s daughter. No other woman in the royal family had
            served on active duty, and Lilibet was determined to be the first.
         

         
         If she wasn’t a princess, her father’s approval wouldn’t matter much. Plenty of women had gone against their father’s wishes
            and joined up—like Hanna Penwyck, one of her fellow Girl Guides and daughter of the head gamekeeper at Windsor.
         

         
         When Hanna went missing one day, Mr. Penwyck had nearly every ARP warden on the estate on alert. Then she’d turned up later
            that evening, orders in hand, looking as proud as any of the male naval cadets at Dartmouth.
         

         
         Lilibet wished she could do that, but she feared if the king arrived at the Labour office, they would simply cluck their tongues
            and shoo her away.
         

         
         A quick knock sounded on the door and Bobo ducked inside. Lilibet shoved the letter in its envelope beneath her thigh and
            sat up straighter.
         

         
         “Happy birthday, Princess,” Bobo said, shutting the door and turning to face Lilibet with a brilliant smile. Her soft hair was styled, and she wore a sensible wool skirt and starched white blouse. 

         
         “Thank you, Bobo.” Lilibet smiled back with genuine affection.

         
         Bobo came deeper into the room, eyeing Lilibet in her nightgown. “Shall we dress? I thought I heard Crawfie shouting demands
            already. You know she can be heard clear across the castle. I think that’s why she chose to have her rooms so far from yours,
            just so she could shout on her way here.” The jest was good-natured. Bobo screwed up her face as Lilibet laughed. “Don’t tell
            her I said that.”
         

         
         “We’ll consider it a state secret.” Lilibet gave her an exaggerated wink.

         
         As Bobo went to the wardrobe to pull Lilibet’s outfit for the day, the princess popped out of her chair. Pulling a key from
            a floral English bone china pillbox that used to belong to Queen Victoria, she unlocked the secretary box on top of her desk
            and placed Prince Philip’s letter within, beside those that had come before it. She was replacing the key as Bobo returned,
            tactfully ignoring what Lilibet had been doing.
         

         
         While Lilibet was dressing, Crawfie came in and immediately began reeling off the day’s itinerary—as was her habit.

         
         “During the changing of the guard in the quadrangle the colonel will hand you the standard, which will be used for future
            inspections. You’ll have luncheon with the king and queen, Margot, and your grandmother Queen Mary, followed by a family portrait.”
            Crawfie ticked the items off the imaginary list she kept in her head, while simultaneously inspecting Lilibet’s clothes.
         

         
         “I do hope I’ll have time to go for a ride with Margot.” Lilibet kept her voice pleasant, though she intended to make time. A day without riding was not a good day; and today was her birthday, so an exhilarating ride was in order. 

         
         Now that she was eighteen, she expected her duties to increase. Being the future queen involved a great deal of responsibility.
            It was an honor, yes, but this particular life was never supposed to be hers. And even as she made up her mind to live up
            to it, she did not feel that making time for a few things like riding was shirking her duty.
         

         
         A mixture of emotions passed through Lilibet as she turned to inspect her clothes in the mirror. Her brown hair was swept
            away from her face in a bouffant wave and curled at the nape of her neck. She stopped to notice her eyes. Thanks to Philip’s
            letter, they seemed particularly blue today. Turning slightly, she noticed with pleasure that her floral-print dress was flattering
            to her shape. A string of pearls and black heels with a delicate bow completed the look.
         

         
         “You look lovely,” Bobo murmured.

         
         Lilibet smiled at herself in the mirror, but then the smile slipped just a little. An eighteenth birthday for most was a pivotal
            point in life—the threshold into adulthood. But for her, it was much more complicated. She was now of age to do state business—some
            of which she’d begun already, like the inspections of the guards. However, at eighteen it became more serious. As an adult
            she could now represent her father if he was ill or out of the country.
         

         
         Lilibet touched the pearls at her neck, grateful to still be alive when so many of her countrymen and -women were not. The royals were among the lucky ones who’d lived thus far through the Blitz, war, and rations. And they’d embraced those hardships instead of trying to use their privilege to avoid them. Papa had made it clear it would be wrong to evade the rules: one boiled egg a week like everyone else. 

         
         Margot and Lilibet had joined Dig for Victory, their garden flourishing enough to fill the kitchen at Windsor with vegetables.
            Lilibet had taken up knitting in weekly circles with the other women on the estate. It was a task she did not enjoy and wasn’t
            exceptionally good at, but she did it nonetheless because socks were needed by the soldiers on the front.
         

         
         Five years had passed in this fashion. Five years of worrying another bomb would drop on Buckingham Palace or one on Windsor.
            Five years of watching her father’s temper swell, as the hair at his temples grew grayer and the wrinkles at the corners of
            his eyes deepened. And Lilibet pinned the blame for every sign of age, or rage, firmly on her uncle.
         

         
         But today Lilibet wanted to be happy, was determined to be happy. And, she thought as she turned from her mirror, there had
            been good memories in these war years as well. Among them the adventures she and her sister had crawling through the medieval
            castle they called home; Christmas pantomimes, tea parties, and of course time spent out-of-doors. Lilibet loved being able
            to continue riding and walking the dogs through the extensive acres of Windsor Great Park. These occasions were perhaps her
            happiest memories. She always felt particularly alive when a crisp wind was blowing, threatening to rip off the scarf wrapped
            around her head.
         

         
         “Lilibet!” The singsong voice of Margot echoed through the door from down the corridor, followed by the deeper timbre of the
            king’s laughter.
         

         
         Lilibet was surprised to hear her father’s voice so early. Normally at this hour he was reading the papers and getting ready to open the red boxes that held all the official correspondence and reports each day for his immediate perusal. 

         
         The door swung open, and Margot bounced in, pretty as a picture as always, wearing one of Lilibet’s older dresses refashioned,
            just as Lilibet was wearing one of the queen’s.
         

         
         “Happy birthday, Lilibet,” Margot sang, throwing her arms about her sister.

         
         Lilibet laughed, squeezing her sister back, and then her eyes alighted on her father and mother standing just inside the door,
            a squiggling, red, furry body in her father’s arms.
         

         
         “Who is that?” Lilibet rushed forward, holding out her hands to take the puppy.

         
         “Hickathrift Pippa.” Papa passed the wriggling pup to her. “And she’s all yours.”

         
         Lilibet cradled the pup like a newborn babe, stroking her soft snout and behind her ears, running a hand over her silky, fat
            puppy belly. “She’s adorable.” Lilibet brought her close, smelling the delicious puppy scent that clung to all dogs for a
            little while. “But I do not think she looks like a Pippa.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Papa chuckled, and she glanced up at him, taking note of his ever-impeccable uniformed self.

         
         Lilibet turned her gaze downward again to meet the dark brown eyes of the newest royal corgi—her dog, not one that belonged
            to the family. Just hers. “I think she may be a Sue. What do you think? Are you a Sue?”
         

         
         The reddish head cocked to the side, lips parting, and a tiny pink tongue poked out between the tiniest teeth before she made
            an adorable yip.
         

         
         “Ah, see, Bertie?” The queen linked her arm affectionately through the king’s. “I told you Pippa didn’t seem to fit.”

         
         The king laughed, and Margot came closer, giving Sue a kiss on the tip of her wet black nose.

         
         “Sue seems so . . . I don’t quite know.” Margot wrinkled her nose.

         
         “Hmm . . .” Lilibet nuzzled the puppy, who promptly clamped her teeth on one of the princess’s curls. As she tugged her hair
            from the corgi’s mouth, she said, “Maybe Susan?”
         

         
         The corgi’s nub of a tail went wild.

         
         “She likes Susan,” Lilibet declared, using the same excited tone as when she asked the other dogs if they wanted a biscuit
            or a cuddle.
         

         
         “Princess Susan of Windsor.” Margot used her theatrical voice and then gave a great bow.

         
         Lilibet put the puppy down and knelt before her, bowing her head while the corgi looked up at her as if to say, What in the world are you doing?

         
         “Princess Susan of Windsor.” Lilibet picked up one of Susan’s paws. “I, Princess Elizabeth, do hereby pledge my service to
            you until the end of our days together for however long or short that may be, with hopes they last forever.”
         

         
         “Oh, Lilibet.” Mummy laughed. “Do get up. You’ll spoil the poor thing.”

         
         Lilibet playfully rolled the puppy on her back, gently scratching her tummy. “Oh, Mummy, do say you have some of those homemade
            dog biscuits in your pocket?”
         

         
         “I am never without them.”

         
         As the queen reached into her pocket, Lilibet shot a who-spoils-their-dogs-exactly smile in her mother’s direction. Queen
            Elizabeth just shook her head and made a tsking sound as the king chuckled.
         

         
         Mummy passed a biscuit, and Lilibet waved it below the puppy’s nose. Immediately Susan rolled to standing, wagging her little nub and trying to steal the treat. 

         
         “Now, don’t be rude, Susan. A princess must always act with decorum in a way that will make her people proud.” Lilibet pushed
            gently on Susan’s fluffy bottom until the puppy sat, then she was quick to hand over a bite of biscuit and plenty of praise.
         

         
         Susan crunched loudly on the treat, sniffing wildly at Lilibet’s fingers for more.

         
         “Shall we go down to breakfast?” Mummy asked.

         
         “I’m starving,” Margot declared.

         
         “A princess is never starving,” Mummy replied as the two of them made for the door.

         
         “Are you pleased?” her father asked as Lilibet scooped Susan up. He looked a little nervous, but Lilibet couldn’t figure out
            why he would be. “I wanted to surprise you, else I would have let you pick her out yourself.”
         

         
         “She’s perfect, Papa. Thank you so much.” Lilibet kissed him on the cheek, smelling the faint hint of shaving cream on his
            skin.
         

         
         “You mean”—Papa’s voice broke off in the middle and he swallowed, his eyes growing a little misty—“the world to me, darling.
            I do hope you know that.”
         

         
         “I do.” Lilibet’s chest filled with emotion, and she was grateful for the comfort of the puppy in her arms. “I think it safe
            to say I’ve the best father in all the world.”
         

         
         A small sound escaped his throat, and she thought he might say something, but instead he nodded, putting his arm around her shoulders, squeezing. Lilibet was certain in those brief moments, she was taking some of the weight of the world off his shoulders. How much he’d overcome, how hard he’d worked to be the king and emperor his realm deserved. 

         
         Susan wriggled in her arms, nipping at her hands, ready to get down and explore. Lilibet set her down, then grinned up at
            her father, the smartest and most kind man she knew. “Whenever we’re not together, Papa, all I need do is look to Susan, your
            gift to me, and I’ll hold a piece of you with me.”
         

         
         Papa’s lips parted, and he inhaled, all signs he meant to speak, but his lips pressed together once more. Silent. The words
            might have abandoned themselves in his throat, but his face was full of deep emotion that spoke volumes, loudly enough that
            Lilibet’s heart pinched in acknowledgment.
         

         
         Whatever else happened today, it felt like a perfect eighteenth birthday.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Hanna Penwyck

         
         I swore I wouldn’t come back to live here.

         
         I’d always be the daughter of the gamekeeper, but that didn’t mean I wanted to live that life as an adult.

         
         The taxi drove slowly along the road as the familiar surroundings of my childhood took root. The forest I’d tramped through
            with my father, stalking deer, finding foxholes, and the one time he’d had me shimmy up a tree as he chased off a poacher.
            The fields I’d tramped as a Girl Guide, and the looming castle walls up on the hill, where I’d raced along in the dark helping
            the ARP wardens douse the lights and deliver messages.
         

         
         Two years ago, in the summer of 1942, I’d marched down the Long Walk at Windsor Great Park to the village and registered at
            the Labour Exchange. I’d been biding my time, determined to do my part for the war—and more than I had as a Girl Guide helping
            the ARP wardens at the castle. I wanted to be part of the action. Of course, my father was adamant that I do no such thing
            and instead remain at Windsor.
         

         
         It had just been him and me for so long, I knew he was afraid of losing me. Mum’s unexpected death when I was eight had been
            devastating to both of us. Dad had not remarried. I think part of him felt a little betrayed that I wanted to flee.
         

         
         Not to mention he was worried about what kind of influence women in the military might have on me. In fact, I’d once heard him and some of the other gamekeepers at Windsor refer to the Women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service as the Auxiliary Tart Service.
         

         
         If he thought insults like that were going to turn me away, well, then he’d forgotten just who I was.

         
         And that was that.

         
         The day I turned eighteen, I was shipped to No. 1 Mechanical Transport Training Centre near Camberley in Surrey, put in a
            bunker with a bunch of other women my age, and set to training. Unlike the other girls who huffed and puffed and complained
            about the physical labor, or the complexities of a truck’s engine, I was thrilled by it. Being a gamekeeper’s daughter and
            a Girl Guide for years was almost like training to be in the ATS. I was more than prepared, and more than ready for the responsibility.
            I ran circles around them all.
         

         
         Until last week.

         
         I stared down angrily at the cast on my arm, wincing as the taxi went over a bump, jostling me. The ATS ambulance I’d been
            driving had taken a hit from falling debris of a demolished building, and as a result, I had a broken arm. We weren’t even
            on an emergency run, just sitting blocked by traffic when the stone rained down. Injured, and not even in the line of duty—it
            felt a bit like failure.
         

         
         Well, I thought, looking out the taxi window again, as soon as I am recovered, it is back to service for me. But in the meantime, the doctors said I needed a few months at home to convalesce.
         

         
         A few months. I thought the medic had misspoken, but he only laughed at me when I asked him to clarify.
         

         
         Home was Windsor Great Park, the one place I’d wanted to say goodbye to forever. It wasn’t as if I didn’t love my father; on the contrary, to me he was a real hero. But I’d never held any affection for the place I was raised. 

         
         Part of that could be explained by the teasing. I was always taller than everyone, gangly and awkward. And I was motherless—a
            fact that should have inspired compassion but somehow failed to. Instead, others living on the estate called me Little Orphan
            Hanna—after the American comic strip Little Orphan Annie, which one of my peers had been collecting through the post via an aunt in New York City.
         

         
         The teasing made me wary, prickly even, determined, and a bit of a loner. I’d grown up without the typical girlhood crew.
            No tea parties or dressing up for me. No practicing makeup or talking about boys with the daughters of other servants on the
            estate. I was, however, a member of the Girl Guides. I loved the uniforms and completing the challenges for badges. And by
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