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For my brilliant grandchildren, Graham, Charlotte, and Teddy





As brothers, you have good days, you have bad days.

—Prince Harry







ONE [image: ] “BUT I LOVE HIM DEARLY” / “THEY DIDN’T EVEN TELL THE QUEEN” / “WHAT THE F——DOES HE THINK HE’S DOING?”

Sandringham House, Norfolk

Three O’clock, Christmas Day 2019

WILLIAM’S HEART SANK. He was well practiced at not registering true emotion on his face, and with his father, the Prince of Wales, and his grandmother the Queen sitting only a few feet away, it was best for all concerned to simply remain expressionless. Gathered in the cavernous Long Library at Sandringham House, palatial centerpiece of the monarch’s 20,000-acre country estate 96 miles north of London, senior members of the family were joining their countrymen in an annual ritual: viewing “Her Majesty’s Most Gracious Speech,” the Queen’s televised Christmas message to her subjects. In her six-minute address, the sovereign pointed to the birth of her great-grandson Archie Mountbatten-Windsor as the one genuinely bright spot in a “quite bumpy year” that included Brexit, Britain’s tortured exit from the European Union, as well as an underage sex trafficking scandal that led to second son Prince Andrew’s fall from grace, ninety-eight-year-old Prince Philip’s brief hospitalization before the holidays, and her new granddaughter-in-law Meghan Markle’s difficult—and tabloid-filling—adjustment to her new role as a member of the world’s most scrutinized family.

None of this came as news to Prince William, who had a ringside seat to these and other troubling events buffeting the Windsor clan. Yet he was taken aback by the optics of his grandmother’s speech—always one of the most watched and overinterpreted events on the royal calendar. The Queen had taped her address days before in Windsor Castle’s opulently appointed, damask-walled Green Drawing Room, where Archie had been christened the previous July. Wearing a cobalt-blue dress and the 30-carat sapphire-and-diamond brooch that her great-great-grandfather Prince Albert gave to his bride-to-be, Queen Victoria, on the eve of their wedding in February 1840, Her Majesty sat at a desk alongside several large, framed photographs positioned to be clearly seen by viewers. To the Queen’s immediate right was a black-and-white photograph of her father, King George VI, as well as small snapshots of Charles and Camilla and Philip. At twice the size of all the other photographs, a color portrait of the Cambridges—William, Kate, and their joyously rambunctious children George, Charlotte, and Louis—was placed front and center, dominating the shot.

In prior years, Prince Harry had always been included among the snapshots; in 2018 both he and wife, Meghan, were included with the other senior royals in the prominent central photo. But this year, neither the Duke nor the Duchess of Sussex—much less little Archie—was anywhere to be seen. Palace officials would later try to explain that this year’s collection of royal family photos merely reflected the direct line of succession, but the damage was done. To the world at large, it appeared that Harry and Meghan, who had loudly voiced complaints about their treatment at the hands of both the press and Buckingham Palace, had been pushed out of the picture altogether—both literally and figuratively.

William, who had spent much of his life shielding his younger brother from hurt feelings, was nevertheless reluctant to bring up the subject of the absent photos—not when everyone seemed to be in such an uncharacteristically ebullient mood. As she did every year, the Queen put considerable time and effort into writing her Christmas address herself. This time she felt she “got it right. Yes, well,” Her Majesty said, accepting the usual round of applause from family members after the broadcast concluded, “I was particularly proud of that one.” Unwilling to put a damper on the proceedings, William pulled his wife, Kate, aside and whispered to her that Harry was likely to be “terribly upset” that the Sussexes had been plucked from the usual lineup of royals flanking the Queen.

Kate agreed, but she cautioned her husband to keep his concerns to himself—at least for the moment. Besides, she reminded William, Harry was undoubtedly still asleep and blissfully unaware of any perceived slights or insults directed at him and his family. Indeed, nearly 4,700 miles away in British Columbia, the brother to whom William was psychically tethered would soon awaken to experience a Christmas unlike any he had ever known—a distinctly American Christmas. Rather than spend the holidays with the rest of the royal family at Sandringham—as the couple had done the previous two years (and as Harry, up until then, had done for all but two of his thirty-five years, in 2007 and 2012, while serving in Afghanistan as an officer in the British Army)—they decided to celebrate Thanksgiving straight through Christmas and the start of the New Year at a $16 million beachfront hideaway on Vancouver Island with Archie and with Meghan’s mother, Doria Ragland. Fleet Street pilloried the Sussexes when they decided not to show up for Christmas at Sandringham, but it was a departure from tradition that the Queen had already come to terms with in 2012 and 2016 when William and Kate celebrated the holiday with Kate’s parents, the Middletons, at their home in West Berkshire.

An immutable and highly structured ritual for the royals, Christmas at Sandringham began with everyone gathering on Christmas Eve to put the finishing touches on the twenty-foot tree that had been chopped down on the grounds of the estate and set up in the White Drawing Room. Later that afternoon, William and his Windsor relatives opened the wrapped gifts that had been spread out on trestle tables; following the German tradition of their ancestors, the descendants of Victoria and Albert always opened their presents on Christmas Eve. That evening, everyone donned formal attire for cocktails, followed by a holiday dinner menu that never varied over the decades: roast turkey with either sage and onion or chestnut stuffing, mashed and roasted potatoes, Brussels sprouts and parsnips, and Christmas pudding for dessert. The meal ended when the Queen finished eating, like clockwork, precisely at ten o’clock.

The next morning, after indulging in a full English breakfast, everyone, with the exception of the Queen and Prince Philip, headed off on foot for the church on the grounds of Sandringham, St. Mary Magdalene. This year, Harry missed the debut appearance of Prince George and Princess Charlotte at Christmas Day church services and the walkabout among awestruck local folk that followed—a rite of passage experienced by every royal child, not to mention an important opportunity for the royal family to connect with the common man.

On Vancouver Island, Harry, Meghan, and Archie awoke Christmas morning 2019 to discover overstuffed stockings hanging from the fireplace mantel and a small mountain of presents beneath the tree waiting to be unwrapped. With eight-month-old Archie perched in Grandma Doria’s lap, everyone tore open the packages and tossed the paper aside with abandon—just the way Meghan did when she was a little girl growing up in Los Angeles. Midmorning, Harry paused to look at his phone and check on the Queen’s speech. Meghan watched as his mood shifted in an instant from surprise, to confusion, to simmering rage.

Erased. That was the first word that came to mind. “He felt,” said one of his oldest confidantes, “as if he, Meghan, and Archie were being erased from the family.” Erased—and punished. Over the previous few months, Harry had spoken to his father and the Queen—and equally important, courtiers who pull the levers of power within the monarchy—about the Sussexes’ desire to carve out a new and largely independent role for themselves. A large part of the plan involved dividing their time between the United Kingdom and North America, where they could live something approaching a normal family life away from the prying eyes of Britain’s relentless tabloid press. Just before Christmas, Harry and Meghan felt confident enough to email the Queen and the Prince of Wales directly to say that they had had made up their minds: they wanted to pursue their own interests without interference from the powers-that-be at the Palace and, at the same time, fulfill their obligations to the Crown. Now the young prince needed to know if he and Meghan had overplayed their hand.

Harry called Buckingham Palace directly and asked for a face-to-face meeting with the Queen as soon as the Sussexes returned to London on January 6, only to be rebuffed by Her Majesty’s handlers. The sovereign’s calendar was packed, Harry was told by her assistant private secretary, and he would simply have to wait until January 29 to see his grandmother—and even then, only for a few minutes. Harry dug in, explaining that he and Meghan would be in England for only a short time; they planned to return to Vancouver Island, where they’d left Archie in the care of his nanny, as soon as possible.

No matter. Even after Prince Charles’s office interceded on their behalf, the Sussexes were told they would have to wait. Yet time was running out. Until now, the Windsors had managed to keep the ongoing negotiations between Harry and the rest of the royals top secret; it was only a matter of time before the story was leaked to an enterprising reporter. With four royal protection officers in tow, Harry and Meghan boarded a nonstop Air Canada flight on the afternoon of January 5 and arrived at Heathrow Airport late the next morning. Rather than make a bold attempt to drive straight to Sandringham and see the Queen without an appointment—flouting protocol and, in the process, alienating her senior aides—Harry and Meghan instead headed for Frogmore Cottage, their modest nineteenth-century four-bedroom residence near Windsor Castle.

In the past, Harry would have automatically reached out to his older brother for support and guidance at a time like this; William had been Harry’s emotional anchor for as long as either could remember, going all the way back to what Highgrove housekeeper Wendy Berry called the “sheer bedlam” of their childhood—including pitched battles between the parents that their nanny Jessie Webb described as “barking mad—the both of them.” But the brotherly bond between the young princes was now strained to the breaking point, something Harry had acknowledged publicly in a documentary about the Sussexes’ African charity work that aired the previous October on both British and American television.

“This family, being under the pressure that it’s under, inevitably stuff happens,” he said in Harry and Meghan: An African Journey. “But, look, we’re brothers, we’ll always be brothers, and we’re certainly on different paths at the moment, but I will always be there for him, as I know he will always be there for me. We don’t see each other as much as we used to because we’re so busy. But I love him dearly.”

At the time, William was miffed at his brother for deigning to discuss their relationship in the press, much less concede that they were now to some extent estranged. Since then, they had not communicated at all. Indeed, Harry had no idea that William was so disturbed by the Sussexes’ exclusion from the lineup of royal photos displayed on the Queen’s desk that he spoke with their father about it. The Prince of Wales waved off his eldest son’s concerns; if Harry and Meghan wished to separate themselves from the rest of the family, he reasoned, then the optics of the Queen’s Christmas speech shouldn’t bother them.

Now, with the press breathing down their necks, Harry and Meghan needed some sort of guarantee that their decision to forge a new and largely separate life for themselves was being taken seriously. Once ensconced at Frogmore, Harry shot off another email directly to the woman he called “Granny.” (The Queen has had her own email address since 2007.) In response, Her Majesty agreed to issue a joint statement at some point in the near future—enough reassurance from the Crown that their bid for freedom would soon be sprung upon an unsuspecting public.

Feeling confident that their new life was at last on the horizon, Harry and Meghan appeared hand in hand the next day at Canada House in London, Canada’s diplomatic mission to the United Kingdom. There they viewed works by Mohawk multimedia artist Skawennati, had tea with the high commissioner, Janice Charette, and posed for photographs with two hundred starstruck commission staffers. After thanking their Canadian hosts for the hospitality shown them during their stay with Archie in British Columbia (“What a beautiful place you live in!” Harry gushed), the couple climbed into their Land Rover for the ride back to Frogmore Cottage.

They were only minutes outside central London when they learned the news: enterprising reporters for the Sun ferreted out just enough information to post a story on the paper’s website about the couple’s break with the royal family. There would be some debate about whether the Palace had leaked the information, or the Sussexes did it themselves to force the issue, but the results were the same. Within minutes, royal offices were swamped with calls from media outlets seeking clarification.

“Damn it!” Harry said, turning to Meghan as their Land Rover raced toward Windsor and Frogmore Cottage. “What do we do now?” He would later recount to a friend his wife’s characteristically clarifying response. “Well, Harry,” she replied almost matter-of-factly, “I don’t really think we have a choice, do you?”


January 8, 2020

A personal message from the Duke and Duchess of Sussex:

After many months of reflection and internal discussions, we have chosen to make a transition this year in starting to carve out a progressive new role within this institution.

We intend to step back as “senior” members of the royal family and work to become financially independent, while continuing to fully support Her Majesty the Queen.

It is with your encouragement, particularly over the last few years, that we feel prepared to make this adjustment.

We now plan to balance our time between the United Kingdom and North America, continuing to honour our duty to the Queen, the Commonwealth, and our patronages.

This geographic balance will enable us to raise our son with an appreciation for the royal tradition into which he was born, while also providing our family with the space to focus on the next chapter, including the launch of our new charitable entity.

We look forward to sharing the full details of this exciting next step in due course, as we continue to collaborate with Her Majesty the Queen, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of Cambridge, and all relevant parties.

Until then, please accept our deepest thanks for your continued support.



The following morning at Sandringham, the Queen paused to survey the usual breakfast spread—one soft-boiled egg, crustless whole wheat toast with a round of butter and orange marmalade, cornflakes brought to the table in a Tupperware container, small bowls of apricots, macadamia nuts, and prunes—then moved on to a side table piled with the morning papers. Normally, the horse-obsessed monarch would start with her favorite publication, the Racing Post, and then pore over Thoroughbred Owner and Breeder. But not today. On this rainy Thursday, Her Majesty swept the racing results and tip sheets aside and stared down at the blur of red, yellow, blue, and purple tabloid headlines that all seemed to be screaming directly at her.

Having learned the news on television the night before, Her Majesty was not surprised at what the newspapers had to say and how they would say it. She herself had, after all, spent a mostly sleepless night trying to process it all. “Queen’s Fury as Harry and Meghan Say: We Quit!” shrieked the Daily Mail, while the Daily Telegraph, referring to George VI’s statement that the royals are “not a family, we’re a firm,” proclaimed “Harry and Meghan Quit The Firm.” Even the stuffily venerable Times of London devoted virtually its entire front page to the story, announcing, “Harry and Meghan Quit Roles Amid Palace Split.” The Sun took the prize for creativity, coining the term that with a brevity bordering on genius so perfectly described the latest ordnance to rock the royal House of Windsor: “Megxit.”

Yet for all the cleverness of the Sun’s headline writers, it was the front-page banner in the Daily Mirror that struck at the heart of the monarch: “They Didn’t Even Tell the Queen.” “Angela, why do you suppose they did it?” Elizabeth sighed to her longtime dresser and trusted confidante Angela Kelly, the Liverpool dockworker’s daughter whose official title now was Personal Assistant, Advisor, and Curator to the Queen. Kelly was well aware that informal discussions had been going on with the Sussexes for months and that the Queen was sympathetic to their frustrations and desires. But too many questions about the future of Harry and Meghan remained unsettled—most glaringly, how much they would be allowed to capitalize on their titles and position in the royal family to build a “brand” of their own. Kelly wondered aloud if perhaps Prince William had the answer. While the Queen had fully embraced social media as a powerful tool to promote the monarchy, Kelly noted that William and Kate would certainly know more about the finer points of Instagram.

Yet, just two miles to the east at Anmer Hall, the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge’s eighteenth-century redbrick Georgian manse on the grounds of Sandringham Estate, William was equally dumbfounded by his brother’s actions. “What the fuck do Harry and Meghan think they’re doing?” the prince blurted out as staff huddled nervously in a hallway. “My father will be furious.”

“Not to mention your grandparents,” chimed in Kate, who, along with the rest of the world, had seen the photos of a beaming Harry and an equally radiant Meghan at Canada House taken just hours before the release of their bombshell Instagram announcement. “What a lovely outfit,” Kate remarked as she stared at newspaper photos of Meghan in a tight brown sweater, ankle-length satin skirt, and matching stiletto heels. “Duchess Meghan and Prince Look Happier Than Ever” blared the headline in Closer magazine. “Well,” the Duchess of Cambridge said, “they certainly do look happy.”

Kate was right about the boys’ grandparents—particularly Prince Philip, whose penchant for making blunt and often cringe-inducing remarks had intensified with age; at ninety-eight, he was already the oldest male in the history of Britain’s royal family. Philip knew nothing of Instagram, but when he was told about the Sussexes’ unilateral declaration of independence, the Duke of Edinburgh was, said an aide, “furious, deeply hurt, spitting blood”—and went straight to the Queen’s side to let her know how angry he was. “This shows a complete lack of respect,” stated Philip, who, like Prince Charles and other senior royals, had formed a warm relationship with Meghan but now viewed her as a twenty-first-century Wallis Simpson. “It appears as if,” Philip told one of his closest aides, “we were wrong about her all along.”

For her part, the Queen was more bewildered and hurt than angry. She was, after all, accustomed to grappling with the public relations fallout from countless family scandals, not the least of which were the latest and most scandalous revelations concerning her son Andrew’s yearslong friendship with Jeffrey Epstein, the well-connected American financier who hanged himself in his prison cell following his arrest on charges of running a child sex ring. After Prince Andrew appeared on BBC-TV’s Newsnight in November 2019 to deny—unconvincingly—that he had abused one of Epstein’s underage “sex slaves,” an enraged Charles urged his mother to take decisive action against the errant prince. Four days after the disastrous TV interview aired, Buckingham Palace announced that Prince Andrew was suspending all his royal duties “for the foreseeable future.” (Within months, Andrew permanently resigned from all his public duties as a Newsweek poll showed that a majority of Britons wanted him stripped of his titles and extradited to the United States for questioning.)

As painful as it had been for the Queen to effectively force her own son into early retirement, it was only the latest step in a scandal that had been dragging along in one form or another for nine years. The Sussexes’ explosive announcement was unexpected. The Queen and Prince Philip—he had attended Harry’s wedding to Meghan Markle in May 2018 despite having cracked a rib in a bathroom fall the night before—harbored a special affection for Harry that transcended their feelings for their own children, and Megxit had come with all the shock and awe of a thunderclap. “What Harry and Meghan did was a terrible blow,” said Her Majesty’s longtime press spokesman Dickie Arbiter. “The Queen is feeling very let down—more disappointed than she felt after Andrew’s terrible BBC interview.”

For all the Sturm und Drang to the south, none compared with the torrent of epithets unleashed by the Prince of Wales at Birkhall, Charles and Camilla’s retreat just an eighteen-minute drive alongside the River Dee from the Queen’s beloved Balmoral Castle. The heir to the throne was known for his Vesuvian temper—on not one but two occasions, he had yanked a bathroom sink off its base in a fit of pique—and staffers at Balmoral described Charles’s reaction to the Sussexes’ surprise announcement as “frightening.” In his study cluttered with books and photographs, the Prince of Wales at one point grabbed a carved wooden floor lamp that stood behind his desk—a particular favorite because of its hand-painted shade depicting a seventeenth-century British galleon on the high seas—and stopped just short of hurling it across the room. “I have seen him that angry before,” Camilla told a Highgrove neighbor later, “but rarely.”

Harry and Meghan were initially “nothing short of stunned,” as one friend put it, by the uproar their Instagram posting had caused—especially among members of the royal family, who’d known already that the Sussexes were in the process of making a major change. Yet the fact remained that they had committed one of The Firm’s cardinal sins: doing virtually anything of significance without the Queen’s express consent. “We wanted to get out ahead of it and control the narrative,” Harry explained over the phone to Charles. Thwarted in their attempts to warn the Queen, Harry and Meghan had no choice but to go ahead and announce the news themselves.

According to a senior member of the Prince of Wales’s staff, Charles was having none of it. “You couldn’t have simply picked up the phone and called me? Or called the Queen?” Charles asked, the anger in his voice escalating with every syllable. “Really, Harry, this is completely unacceptable. You must apologize to your grandmother immediately. You must try and fix this.”

It would not be so easy. Her Majesty was variously described as “terribly disappointed,” “devastated,” and “heartbroken” at what senior courtiers described as an act of “outright betrayal.” The Instagram statement, which took the senior staffs of all the royal palaces by complete surprise—including Harry and Meghan’s own team of seasoned royal operatives—wasn’t the only thing that rubbed Buckingham Palace’s Old Guard the wrong way. In tandem with their Instagram post, Meghan and Harry spelled out the details of their plan to become financially independent—and thereby free from the constraints and press intrusions that came with being on the public dole—on their shiny new SussexRoyal.com website.

The Queen’s private secretary, Sir Edward Young, was particularly chagrined. At fifty-three, Young was scarcely a hidebound traditionalist; in 2012 it fell to him to convince the Queen to take part with James Bond actor Daniel Craig in a staged parachute jump that kicked off the London Olympics. But ambushing the Crown in this manner, spelling out their ambitious and unprecedented plan for partial independence to the world at large before consulting the Queen and obtaining her necessary approval—this was, as one courtier put it, “more than an unforgivable breach of etiquette. It is a brutal slap in the face to the entire royal family, but most especially for the Queen.”

In fact, Her Majesty understood the Sussexes’ desire to spend more time in Canada, closer to Doria Ragland and Meghan’s American roots. She also understood Harry’s deeply felt hatred of the British press, which he had always blamed for literally chasing his mother, Diana, Princess of Wales, to her violent death at the age of thirty-six. Looking ahead to Charles’s blueprint for a streamlined, trimmed-down version of the monarchy—one in which Harry saw himself playing a minor supporting role at best—the Queen even understood that it made sense for a young man of action to at least try to shape his own destiny apart from the Windsors.

What neither the Queen nor anyone else in her inner circle could comprehend was how, given the weight of centuries-old tradition and the Palace power structure that enforced it, Harry and Meghan would possibly pull it off. The royal imprimatur had long been used to raise funds for a wide range of charities and causes, but this was different. The notion of becoming financially independent—of actually pursuing various moneymaking schemes that could conceivably yield tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars of personal income—while still representing the Crown on a part-time basis was fraught with potential obstacles. There were also the obvious security issues: Where would the money come from to protect the sixth in line to the throne and his family? How would taxes, travel, and living expenses be paid? Surely the idea of Harry and Meghan exploiting the Sussex name, their titles, and their connection to the House of Windsor ruffled feathers both inside and outside palace walls. According to one veteran member of the communications staff at Buckingham Palace, Prince Philip called the concept nothing less than “repugnant.”

These were all complicated matters that would take time to unravel. In the short term, all the Queen could do to tamp down worldwide hysteria was make some sort of pro forma response. “Discussions with the Duke and Duchess of Sussex are at an early stage,” read the official Palace statement, issued fifteen minutes after William and Harry posted their megaton announcement on Instagram. “We understand their desire to take a different approach, but these are complicated issues that will take time to work through.”

The terse Palace reply, issued beneath the Queen’s official red letterhead bearing the royal coat of arms, left little doubt that the Palace felt it had been blindsided. For William, Charles, and the Queen in particular, the Sussexes’ unilateral action had been nothing less than, as the Prince of Wales put it, “a bolt from the blue.” With the pandemonium outside palace walls persisting and the press clamoring for answers, the Palace issued its second statement in less than twenty-four hours. The Queen had ordered all four royal households—the Queen, Charles, the Cambridges, and the Sussexes—to find “workable solutions,” it read, and the final decision regarding Harry and Meghan’s future would be arrived at “within days, not weeks.”

For the next three days, all four principals and their staffs scrambled to come up with some sort of strategy for moving forward. In the end, Her Majesty decided that the entire matter had to be worked out by the principals, face-to-face. Still ensconced for the season at her estate in Norfolk—along with Balmoral the only piece of real estate owned personally by her and not by the Crown—Elizabeth II summoned Charles and his sons to a closed emergency meeting at Sandringham on the afternoon of Monday, January 13, 2020. In addition to Charles, William, and Harry—Meghan was already back in Canada and initially given the option of listening in on speakerphone—a number of key aides would be in attendance, including Sir Edward Young; Charles’s private secretary, Clive Alderton; William’s top advisor, Simon Case; and Harry’s newly appointed private secretary, Fiona Mcilwham. With the world press still hyperventilating over the Sussexes’ surprise statement, the meeting was quickly billed on front pages everywhere as “the Sandringham Summit.”

For her part, the Queen was eager to resolve the issue quickly. Sandringham was normally her safe haven during the holidays, a place where, despite its undeniable grandeur and household staff of thirty-five, the atmosphere could be described as family oriented and—well, by royal standards anyway—informal. She would remain here, and the elaborate Christmas decorations would stay up until February 6, the anniversary of her father, King George VI’s, death in 1952 and the day she became Queen.

In the meantime, weekend shooting parties, during which guests bagged thousands of game birds, were held at Sandringham throughout the winter months. This weekend’s host, William and Harry’s cousin Peter Phillips, was given the unenviable task of sending his friends packing a day early. Escorting his grandmother to Sunday church service the day before the summit, Phillips, whose mother, Princess Anne, was described by a fellow riding enthusiast as “absolutely seething with rage” about the release of the Sussexes’ statement, was asked by a fellow worshipper how the Queen was bearing up under the strain of another crisis in the House of Windsor. “All right,” was his curt reply.

Harry knew that Granny was anything but “all right” and that he would have to speak to her alone—away from his father and brother and what he viewed as the meddlesome bureaucrats who stood in the way of progress—if he was ever to smooth things over with the Queen. The ground rules were firmly set: Everyone would arrive at two o’clock for lunch in the dining room, followed by the meeting itself in the Long Library. Everything was to be wrapped up so as not to interfere with one of Her Majesty’s most sacrosanct daily rituals: tea at precisely five.

Sandringham held mostly warm memories for the monarch—mostly, but not all. It was here, after all, that William and Harry’s mother, just four months into her first pregnancy, stood at the top of the stairs in the main hallway and threatened to kill herself if Charles left for a rendezvous with his mistress, Camilla Parker Bowles. It was not an idle threat: as Charles headed out the door, the Queen looked on in horror as Princess Diana hurled herself down the stairs, landing at her shocked mother-in-law’s feet. That day, Princess Margaret joined her sister in rushing to Diana’s aid and summoning help.

Fortunately for William and Harry, there were no such unforgettably shocking moments to tarnish their childhood memories. It was at Sandringham where they spent nearly every Christmas as far back as they could remember, where they played with their cousins, took lessons in horsemanship from the Queen, and were taught to shoot by their marksman grandfather. The Long Library, where the bulk of the Sandringham summit was to take place, was situated right next to the billiard room and had actually been a bowling alley prior to the short reign of Edward VII. It was in this room that, once they’d turned five and were considered old enough to comport themselves properly, Diana’s sons and their cousins were permitted to take part in the afternoon ritual of high tea—“sucking down great amounts of clotted cream and jam,” William recalled, “while the adults ate watercress sandwiches.”

It was also at Sandringham that William first realized his grandmother was quite unlike any other person in the world. Watching how very important-looking people not only paid her more respect than anyone else but also seemed to be genuinely awestruck in her presence, it suddenly dawned on seven-year-old William what it meant to be Queen. “It was as if the world we lived in revolved around her,” he later observed, “and of course, in a very real sense it does.”

For William, the trip from Anmer Hall to Sandringham took a mere five minutes—less than three miles straight west along tree-lined King’s Road. Harry, on the other hand, had a two-and-a-half-hour trip ahead of him—125 miles due north from London on the A10. Worried that William, his father, and their respective advisors—all of whom he now viewed as hostile to the Sussexes’ desire for semi-autonomy—would arrive before him, Harry wanted to get his grandmother alone before the meeting so that he could make his case without interference. “The Queen has always had a very soft spot in her heart for Harry,” Elizabeth’s cousin Margaret Rhodes once observed. “She’ll forgive him almost anything.”

Harry was counting on it. At nine thirty on the morning of January 13, he climbed behind the wheel of his gunmetal-gray Land Rover and started off for Norfolk, determined to arrive at Sandringham a full two hours before the summit was scheduled to start. His private secretary and two royal protection officers accompanied him, but this time there was virtually none of the friendly banter that usually went on between the self-effacing young prince and the people who worked for him.

At about the same time, Prince Philip, still fuming over the Sussexes’ abrupt decision to exit the royal family, climbed into the front passenger seat of another Land Rover and departed Sandringham with his longtime companion, Countess Mountbatten, at the wheel. The former Penelope Romsey was thirty-two years younger than Philip and for decades had been rumored to be his lover. Still, she could be counted on to keep the obstreperous duke’s formidable temper in check during trying times such as these. Whatever the nature of their relationship over the years, Queen Elizabeth now counted on Countess Mountbatten to essentially watch over her husband. “The Queen,” her cousin observed, “is just happy to have Penny Romsey around.” When Angela Kelly told the Queen of Philip’s hasty exit, she nodded in agreement. “I think it’s a very good idea, yes,” Her Majesty remarked. “Prince Philip is so angry as it is; having him here will just make matters worse.”

As he sped toward Sandringham, Harry knew he faced a Herculean task. First, he had to make amends for disobeying the established rules of protocol and essentially ambushing his grandmother. All members of the royal family had been brought up with the understanding that essentially nothing of significance could be done without the sovereign’s express approval. Period.

But Harry knew that he had done more than merely break the rules. He had been told by his outraged father in no uncertain terms that the famously inscrutable Queen had been brought to the brink of tears by the Sussexes’ unilateral announcement. At the age of ninety-three, she was still haunted by the memory of another member of the royal family—her uncle Edward VIII, whose abdication in 1936 after less than a year as king triggered a series of events that eventually catapulted her onto the throne. Nor was it possible for the Queen to ignore the fact that both the Duke of Windsor’s exit from the royal family to marry Wallis Simpson and the one now called Megxit would never have happened had it not been for women—both glamorous American divorcées.

Harry later told one of his oldest friends that, as he drove to Sandringham that day, he felt “truly apart” from the rest of the Windsors—especially from the one person he could always count on: William. That morning, the minds of both brothers drifted back, as they did so often, to a time when they truly needed each other—a singular moment in modern history that they could never escape, and one that set them on the path to the men they would become.





It’s hard, and it will continue to be hard. There’s not a day that William and I don’t wish she was still around.

—Harry

The shock is the biggest thing, and I still feel it. The trauma of that day has lived with me for twenty years… like a weight. People think shock can’t last that long, but it does.

—William

I thought that was where tradition went too far against human nature.

—Diana’s brother Charles Spencer (titled 9th Earl Spencer), on William and Harry being forced to walk behind their mother’s coffin







TWO [image: ] “MUMMY, LOOK! IT’S THE BOX WITH THE PRINCESS!”

London

Saturday, September 6, 1997

WILLIAM AND HARRY weren’t entirely certain that they had actually heard the little girl say it at the time, or if they simply read about it later. It scarcely mattered. “Mummy, Mummy, look!” she said, pulling at her mother’s sleeve with one hand and pointing to the coffin carrying the most celebrated woman in the world with the other. “It’s the box with the princess!” Diana’s casket, borne on a carriage pulled by six black horses from the Royal Horse Artillery, had just pulled in front of the forbidding, fortress-like north gate main entrance to St. James’s Palace. There the men of Windsor—William, Harry, Charles, and Philip—waited with Diana’s brother Earl Spencer to join the funeral cortege as it made its way through the streets of London to Westminster Abbey.

Just one week earlier, Diana’s sons and the rest of the world awoke to the news that the Princess of Wales had been killed with her lover Dodi Fayed in a senseless car crash in Paris. The brothers, who were vacationing with their father and their grandparents at Balmoral Castle, had spoken with their mother just hours before her death. William took the phone first. As it did so often, the conversation revolved around his concern for his little brother’s feelings. A photo op had been scheduled for William’s return to one of the world’s most elite prep schools, Eton College, and the heir to the throne once again worried about eclipsing “the Spare.” They also discussed the Sony PlayStation Diana had purchased in Paris and was bringing home to give Harry for his thirteenth birthday on September 15.

Both William and Harry would look back at that final phone call with deep regret. Eager to get back to playing with their cousins Peter and Zara Phillips in the gardens of Balmoral, Diana’s sons were in “a desperate rush to say good-bye,” William recalled. “If I’d known what was going to happen, I wouldn’t have been so blasé about it. But that phone call sticks in my mind, quite heavily.”

It became an even heavier burden for Harry, who, during the course of his parents’ separation and divorce, had come to resent communicating with one parent over the phone while staying with the other. “The two of us bouncing between them,” Harry said. “We never saw our mother enough, and we never saw our father enough.” When Diana called that final time in August 1997, “William went to go and speak with her, and then ‘Harry, Harry, Mummy’s on the phone.’ Right, my turn, off I go, you know, pick up the phone, and it was her speaking from Paris,” Harry later said. “I can’t really remember what I said—it is probably, you know, regretting for the rest of my life how short the phone call was. And if I’d known that that was the last time I was going to speak to my mother, things that I would have said to her. Looking back on it now,” Harry continued, “it’s incredibly hard. I have to deal with that for the rest of my life. If I had even the slightest inkling that her life was going to be taken that night…”

It fell to Charles to break the news of their mother’s death to the boys. “One of the hardest things for a parent to have to do is to tell your children that your other parent has died,” Harry reflected. “How you deal with that, I don’t know, but, you know, he was there for us.” Father and sons clung to one another figuratively and literally as, for hundreds of millions of people around the world, shock and disbelief turned to overwhelming sadness. Floral tributes had turned London, the emotional epicenter of this unprecedented outpouring of sorrow, into a sea of riotous color; waist-high waves of flowers lapped at the gates of all the royal palaces and public buildings, and the cards that accompanied them bid tearful farewells to the woman who was denied a crown but chose instead to reign as Britain’s “Queen of Hearts.”

On the eve of their mother’s funeral, the brothers stopped outside Kensington Palace to look over the flowers and cards and personally thank some of the people who had come to pay their respects. It was a solemn moment, and while for the most part a respectful silence prevailed, occasionally it was punctuated by an anguished wail of grief. Several people in the crowd burst into tears as the boys approached. When they reached out to greet well-wishers, William and Harry were surprised that many of the outstretched hands they shook were wet from tears they had just wiped from red and swollen eyes.

The princes were taken aback by the “very, very strange outpouring of love from so many people,” Harry said. “How is it,” he thought to himself at the time, “that so many people that never met this woman—my mother… can be crying and showing more emotion than I actually am feeling?” William admitted to being “very touched by it, but none of it sank in…. All I cared about was, I’d lost my mother, and I didn’t want to be where I was…. But we have to put on a game face, and you have to be quite strong about it because otherwise you’re a walking mess.” Harry called it an “out-of-body experience. I wasn’t there. I was still in shock.”

That first Saturday in September 1997—the day of Diana’s funeral—more than a million clogged the streets of central London to honor “the People’s Princess.” Another two and a half billion around the world—at that time by far the largest audience in history—watched the events in London unfold live on television.

The former wife of the Prince of Wales did not technically rate a full-fledged state funeral, but there was no denying that the Queen’s tepid reaction to Diana’s death had placed the institution of the monarchy in jeopardy. Britain’s leading newspapers demanded that the Union Jack over Buckingham Palace be lowered to half-mast and that the Queen, who seemed reluctant to cut short her annual summer vacation at Balmoral, pack up and return to London. Harry and his brother, shielded from the angry headlines and still in what William called “a kind of daze,” had no idea they would soon be enlisted as pawns in the Palace’s effort to placate the British people.

Right up until the morning of the funeral, there was heated debate among Palace officials and Prime Minister Tony Blair’s government about whether William and Harry should even be asked to walk behind the horse-drawn wagon carrying Diana’s casket. “There was doubt as to whether the boys would feel able to do it, up to do it, whether they should do it,” said Blair’s spokesman Alastair Campbell. Another of Blair’s aides made what she called “an intervention” on Harry’s behalf. “How can he, at twelve, walk behind his mother’s coffin?”

At the time Diana’s brother, Earl Spencer, felt it was “terribly cruel” to ask either boy, but especially “tiny Harry,” to undertake such an emotionally wrenching task. “I was just so worried—what a trauma for a little chap to walk behind his mum’s body,” Spencer said. “It’s just awful. And, actually, I tried to stop that happening, to be honest…. I genuinely felt that Diana would not have wanted them to have done it.”

Earl Spencer withdrew his objections when he was told that his nephews had both wanted to make the gesture—“a lie, of course; I was tricked into going along.” What Diana’s brother didn’t realize was that the Duke of Edinburgh had taken matters into his own hands. Convinced that the monarchy would benefit from such an obviously moving show of solidarity, Prince Philip stepped up to his grandsons and said, “If I do it, will you do it?” Neither William nor Harry was in the habit of contradicting their elders, and the boys lined up obediently alongside their father, grandfather, and uncle.

Palace officials told William and Harry to look straight ahead as they made the thirty-minute walk to Westminster Abbey. As the cortege passed in front of St. James’s Palace, William hitched up his trousers, and the five men walked slowly toward the back of the coffin. In the slanting late-summer sunlight, even Harry, though dwarfed by his towering relatives, cast a looming shadow.

“It was the most horrifying half an hour of my life. It was just ghastly,” Spencer recalled. “But, of course, it was a million times worse for them… two boys who were massively grieving their mother.” Diana’s brother also used the word “bizarre” to describe the orders they had received to stare straight ahead, which only magnified “the feeling, the sort of crashing tidal wave of grief coming at you as you went down this tunnel of deep emotion, all hammering in on you. It was really harrowing, actually, and I still have nightmares about it now.”

For most spectators, it was simply too painful to look directly at the boys. But even then, many who averted their eyes from William and Harry were moved to tears by the card placed atop Diana’s coffin. Clearly visible was the word “Mummy” printed in Harry’s twelve-year-old hand. Occasionally, someone would break down. William coped by tilting his head down and allowing his blond hair to cover his eyes—“hiding behind my fringe,” he said. “It was kind of a safety blanket, if you like.” Acknowledging that this approach “sounds ridiculous now,” the Heir explained that if he looked at the ground and his hair came down over his eyes, “nobody could see me.” This trick, he said, made it possible for him to simply “get through the day.”

William would say later that this “very long, lonely walk” was “the hardest thing” he had ever done or ever would do. As he remembered how he was thinking at the time, William struggled to strike a balance “between me being Prince William and having to do my bit versus the private William who just wanted to go into a room and cry, who’d lost his mother.” It was that “balance between duty and family, and that’s what we had to do.” Harry recalled that it “felt like my mother was almost walking along beside us, to get us through it.”

Harry, whose red hair was cut short, fixed his eyes on the pavement in front of him, his fists clenched as he vowed to himself not to break down, not to cry. As the gun wagon bearing Diana’s flag-draped casket passed by Buckingham Palace, both brothers looked up to see their grandmother bow her head—a carefully orchestrated gesture of obeisance that, coming after her hastily thrown-together televised tribute to Diana, was a transparent attempt to further assuage an angry public.

The grim procession would be relived in the minds of both brothers “a thousand times,” William said, and twenty years later, Harry confessed that he and his brother were still dealing with the psychic aftermath of that long walk behind Diana’s coffin. “I don’t think any child should be asked to do that under any circumstances,” he said. “I don’t think it would happen today.”

When they arrived at the abbey, a spray of thirty-six white lilies was placed on the casket—one for each year of Diana’s short life. William continued to look at his feet, reaching up only once to wipe away a tear; Harry, conversely, now looked up and stared straight ahead, fixing his gaze on the flowers that now cradled his handwritten card—lilies had been his mother’s favorite.

Inside sat more than two thousand mourners, including famous faces from the worlds of music, film, art, fashion, and politics as well as cancer survivors, abused spouses, and land mine victims. All watched, pain etched on their faces, as Diana’s casket was carried to the center of the nave. As they took their seats, William and Harry glanced in the direction of their ninety-seven-year-old great-grandmother, the Queen Mother, who smiled at them comfortingly. She would later tell one of her ladies-in-waiting that seeing the boys at their mother’s funeral was “a heartbreak, and I have had more than my share.”

Perhaps no one in the abbey knew Diana better than William, who from the age of eight had been both her comforter and counselor—even to the point of the princess sharing with him the most intimate details of her love life. “There were some things that were just not appropriate for a boy his age,” a friend recalled, “or for a mother to be discussing with her son at all.” It had also fallen on William to routinely comfort her when she came home in tears after visits to child cancer wards, battered women’s shelters, and AIDS clinics. Her elder son “was the one person she most counted on,” Diana’s close friend Rosa Monckton observed. “She expected a great deal from Prince William, and he did not hesitate to give it.”

Even in death, Diana relied on William to make sure her funeral was conducted in accordance with her wishes. He selected the first hymn—the timber-rattling “I Vow to Thee My Country”—because he knew it had been a favorite of Diana’s since she was a young girl. He also overrode the objections of Palace officials who believed it inappropriate for a pop star to perform at a royal funeral. Elton John managed to hold back his tears only by playing “Candle in the Wind 1997” with his eyes closed. The song, a 1973 tribute to Marilyn Monroe reworked by lyricist Bernie Taupin as an homage to Diana, became the biggest-selling pop single of all time. The muffled sobs of mourners could be heard throughout the service, but William and Harry held it together until John sang the last line of the chorus: “Your candle’s burned out long before your legend ever will.” With that, the brothers burst into tears.

“It is impossible to describe the level of tension, the depth of feeling and loss,” said Mary Robertson, a New Jersey businesswoman living in London who in 1980 hired a nineteen-year-old Diana Spencer to take care of her infant son, Patrick, for $5 an hour. Over the years, Robertson and Diana had remained friends. “Sitting there, I kept thinking about the wonderful young girl she was…. I could never have guessed back then that she would become this iconic figure. But she never changed, not really.”

Unbelievably, the crescendo of emotion was yet to come. In his soaring eulogy, Earl Spencer accused the press of hounding his sister to her grave, and then, within feet of the monarch, leveled a broadside at the royal family. In a reference to the fact that the Queen took away the princess’s Royal Highness status after her divorce from Charles, Spencer praised Diana as someone who “needed no royal title to continue to generate her particular brand of magic.” He then promised Diana that the Spencers would not permit her sons “to suffer the anguish that used regularly to drive you to tearful despair.” Then he promised that the boys’ “blood family”—although the Windsors were obviously no less “blood” than the Spencers—would “continue the imaginative way in which you were steering these two exceptional young men so that their souls are not immersed by duty and tradition but can sing openly, as you planned.”

Despite the intentionally provocative tone of his speech, Spencer did acknowledge “the heritage into which they have both been born. We will always respect and encourage them in their royal role. But,” he continued, “we recognize the need for them to experience as many different aspects of life as possible to arm them spiritually and emotionally for the years ahead.”

Spencer then turned to lock eyes with his nephews. “William and Harry, we all care desperately for you today,” he said. “We are all chewed up at the sadness of the loss of a woman who was not even our mother. How great your suffering is, we cannot even imagine.”

When Spencer ended with his famous line giving thanks for “the unique, the complex, the extraordinary and irreplaceable Diana, whose beauty—both internal and external—will never be extinguished from our minds,” the hundreds of thousands of people watching the service on giant screens outside erupted in thunderous applause. William and Harry joined in like everyone else inside the abbey, with the exception of the other royals who were seething over Spencer’s blunt remarks.

Three hours later, the brothers stood next to each other at Althorp, the sprawling Spencer family seat, heads bowed in silence, weeping openly as their mother’s coffin was lowered into the ground. In what would be another clear and lasting memory, the dark clouds that had been gathering all afternoon parted just enough to allow a ray of sunlight to fall on Diana’s grave.

William and Harry had nothing to do with the decision to bury the most celebrated woman of the twentieth century on a secluded 75-foot-by-180-foot island in the middle of a small ornamental lake known as the Round Oval. Frances Shand Kydd, fearing that gawping tourists would turn her daughter’s gravesite into another Graceland, overruled plans to bury her daughter with nineteen other generations of Spencers interred in the family plot at the nearby Church of St. Mary. Instead, Shand Kydd wanted Diana to at last be granted the sanctuary she was denied in life.

It was no small irony that the estate’s current owner, her brother Earl Spencer, had once offered Diana the four-bedroom Garden House at Althorp in hopes she might be better protected from the ravenous tabloid press after her split from Charles. “At long last,” she said when it appeared Spencer was willing to let her live on the estate, “I can make a cozy nest of my own.” But, having other needs for the cottage and fearing the disruption it would inevitably cause, Diana’s brother ultimately reneged. Crestfallen, Diana wrote a letter to her brother and begged him to reconsider. While Spencer asked her to consider other family-owned properties, the princess did not feel they could provide her what Althorp could. Adding to the irony, Earl Spencer himself would soon turn this corner of the estate into the sort of shrine Shand Kydd had disdained so vocally. Althorp, which had been open to the public for years to defray costs, was soon inviting tourists to gaze at Diana’s lonely island grave from across the banks of the Round Oval, and to peruse exhibits that included intimate family photographs and several of the princess’s gowns—all for the modest price of admission.

Diana’s sons voiced no objection to burying their mother here; she had often spoken of chasing butterflies and feeding the ducks with her younger brother on the sylvan grounds of Althorp—a handful of fond memories that stood in stark contrast to the rest of her childhood. Diana was only six when her mother walked out on the family, leaving her youngest daughter and little brother Charles in the care of a succession of nannies. One took obvious pleasure in beating Diana with a wooden spoon. Another made a practice of banging Diana’s and Charles’s heads together when they stepped out of line. In short, said her friend Peter Janson, Diana’s childhood was “hell. Her parents hated, despised each other. She grew up under that.”

Diana would convince herself that her unhappy childhood in the end made her “a better person. I can appreciate other people’s pain because I’ve experienced it. But,” she continued, “it also made me a stronger person. I had to be strong to survive my childhood.”

Sadly, at least in terms of their own parents’ highly combustible marriage, William and Harry wound up suffering much the same fate. Just as Diana cupped her hands over her brother’s ears so he wouldn’t hear their parents screaming at each other, the princes were caught in the crossfire between Mummy and Papa. William not only tried to shield his brother from the mayhem, but also hurried to his mother’s side whenever Charles reduced to her tears. When Diana retreated to the bathroom, as she so often did, William would slide tissues beneath the locked door. Even when she rushed to comfort her children—for example, when the lurid details of her affair with the boys’ riding instructor, James Hewitt, became public in October 1994—it was twelve-year-old William who presented her with a
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