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About the Book

‘I do not care for the name Alexandrina. Now that I am Queen, I have decided I shall call myself by my middle name, Victoria. It is my own’

In June 1837, the eighteen-year-old Victoria wakes up to find that she is Queen of the most powerful nation in the world. But will she be Queen in her own right, or a puppet controlled by her mother and the sinister Sir John Conroy? Can this tiny girl prevail against the men like her uncle, the Duke of Cumberland, who believe that women are too hysterical to rule?

Everyone wants her to get married, but Victoria has no intention of entering into a marriage of convenience with her cousin Albert, a shy bookworm who didn’t know how to dance the last time she met him. She would much rather reign alone with a little help from her Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne. He may be old enough to be her father, but he is the only man who believes that she will be a great Queen, and he knows how to make her laugh. A husband would only get in the way …


For Ottilie and Lydia
Mentor and Muse


Book One


Chapter One

Kensington Palace, June 20th 1837

WHEN SHE OPENED HER EYES, VICTORIA SAW A FAINT sliver of light coming through the shutters. She could hear her mother breathing in the big bed on the other side of the room. But not for much longer. Soon, Victoria thought, she would have her own bedroom. Soon she would be able to walk down the stairs without holding Lehzen’s hand; soon she would be able to do whatever she pleased. She had celebrated her eighteenth birthday last month, so when the moment came, she would reign alone.

Dash lifted his head and then Victoria heard her governess’s quick footsteps. If Lehzen was coming now, it could only mean one thing. She got out of bed and went to the door, opening it just as Lehzen was putting out her hand to knock. The Baroness looked so comical standing there with her hand outstretched that Victoria started to giggle, but checked herself as she saw the expression on her governess’s face.

‘The messenger from Windsor is downstairs. He is wearing a black armband.’ Lehzen lowered herself into a deep curtsey. ‘Your Majesty.’

She felt the smile spread across her face before she could stop herself. Reaching out her hand, Victoria pulled Lehzen up to face her, and was touched by the devotion she saw in the older woman’s worried brown eyes.

‘Dearest Lehzen, I am so glad that you are the first person to call me that.’

The governess looked over towards the sleeping figure in the bed, but Victoria shook her head. ‘I don’t want to wake Mama just yet. The first thing she will do is to call Sir John and then they will start telling me what to do.’

Lehzen’s lips twitched. ‘But you are the Queen, Drina.’ She stopped, realising her blunder. ‘I mean, “Majesty”. There is no one who can tell you what to do now.’

Victoria smiled.

A door opened at the end of the corridor, and Brodie the hall boy hurtled through it, slowing himself down to a more respectable pace when he saw the two women. As he drew near, Victoria noticed him hesitate and then commit himself to a deep bow. She felt herself wanting to smile; he was almost as small as she was, so the gesture seemed droll, but she knew that it was her duty now to keep a straight face. A Queen could laugh, but not at her subjects.

‘The Archbishop is here,’ he announced, then hastily added, ‘Your Majesty.’ Brodie’s small freckled face was suffused with relief at having addressed her correctly.

Lehzen looked at him sharply. ‘And you have told no one else?’

The boy looked affronted. ‘I came straight to you, Baroness, as instructed.’ There was a slight pause until Lehzen took a coin out of her reticule and gave it to the boy, who scampered away, all pretence at dignity obliterated by his delight with his prize.

‘You should go now, Majesty, before …’ Lehzen glanced over Victoria’s shoulder at the figure in the bed.

Victoria pulled her shawl down over her nightdress. Although she would prefer to get dressed first, she knew that by the time she had arranged herself, the rest of the household would be awake and her mother and Sir John would start to interfere. No, she would go now; she would start as she meant to go on.

Victoria followed Lehzen through the Picture Gallery, past the portrait of Queen Anne, who as Lehzen never ceased to remind her, was the last woman to sit on the English throne. Passing Anne’s sulky, disappointed face, Victoria hoped that she would never look so unfortunate. She caught a glimpse of herself in the looking glass. Her cheeks were pink, and her blue eyes were sparkling with excitement. She was not dressed like a Queen, in a nightdress with her hair loose across her shoulders, but she thought that today she looked like one.

When they reached the top of the great staircase, Lehzen put out her hand, as she always did.

Victoria took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, Lehzen, but I can manage unaided.’

Surprise and worry flickered in succession across the other woman’s face. 

‘You know that your mother told me that I must always be there in case you are falling.’

Victoria looked up at her. ‘I am quite capable of walking down the stairs without mishap.’

Lehzen wanted to protest, but seeing the look in Victoria’s eye, she subsided.

Victoria started down the steps and said, looking over her shoulder, ‘Things cannot be as they were, Lehzen. Now that I am Queen.’

Lehzen stopped moving, her foot poised over the step, as if frozen in mid-air. Her words were slow and painful. ‘You will no longer be needing a governess, I suppose. Perhaps it is time that I went home to Hanover.’

Victoria stretched out her hand, and her face softened. ‘Oh, Lehzen, I didn’t mean that. I don’t want you to go anywhere. Just because I choose to walk down the stairs by myself, that doesn’t mean I don’t want you by my side.’

Lehzen took Victoria’s hand, and the colour began to return to her face. ‘I never wish to leave you, Majesty. My only wish is to serve you.’ 

‘And you will, Lehzen. But I don’t need you to help me down the stairs any more.’ Victoria looked upstairs to where her mother slept on. ‘That part of my life is over.’

Lehzen nodded her understanding.

‘And you can tell the servants that I will be moving into Queen Mary’s bedroom tonight. I think it is time that I had a room of my own, don’t you agree?’

Lehzen smiled. ‘Yes, Majesty. I think a Queen does not sleep on a cot next to her mother’s bed.’
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At the foot of the stairs, she paused. The Archbishop and the Lord Chamberlain were behind the library door. She had been waiting for this moment for so long, and yet now it was upon her, she had to fight a sudden impulse to flee to the comfort of her schoolroom.

She had never been in a room alone with a man before, let alone an Archbishop. Then she heard the clatter of Dash’s paws as he came down the wooden staircase. He sat at her feet looking up at her expectantly. He, at least, was ready for the adventure that lay ahead. Victoria swallowed her fear and walked towards the door. She was the Queen now.

The two grey-haired old men bowed as she entered the library, and Victoria heard the sound of the Archbishop’s knee cracking as he knelt to kiss her hand.

‘I regret to inform you that your uncle, the King, passed away at 2.34 this morning,’ the Archbishop said. ‘Queen Adelaide was at his side.’

Victoria looked up at the two whiskery faces looming above her. ‘My poor dear uncle. May God have mercy on his soul.’

Both men bent their heads. Victoria wondered what she should say next, but her thoughts were interrupted by the feeling of a small rough tongue licking her foot. Dash was trying to get her attention. She bit her lip.

‘The King’s last wish was to commend Queen Adelaide to your care.’ The Lord Chamberlain looked down at Dash, and his eyelids flickered. Victoria knew that look, which she had seen many times before; it was the expression worn by a man who felt that what he was doing was beneath his dignity. His proper place, it said, was dealing with the mighty affairs of state, not pandering to a young girl and her dog.

Victoria pulled her shoulders back and stuck her chin in the air, trying to lift herself from four foot eleven inches to a full five feet – if only she had a few more inches. It was uncommonly hard to be regal when everyone could see the top of your head. But, she reminded herself, it didn’t matter how tall she was. She thought for a moment and decided to use the phrase she had once heard her Uncle King utter, and had longed to use ever since.

‘Thank you, Archbishop, Lord Chamberlain. You have my permission to withdraw.’

She kept her face as still as she could as the two men bowed and proceeded to walk backwards out of the room. There was something irresistibly comic about the sight of these two old men retreating as if pulled by invisible strings, but she knew that she must not laugh. Being the Queen gave her the right to dismiss but not to ridicule. The thing every monarch needed was dignity. She remembered how embarrassed she had been when her uncle had started to sing a song about a drunken sailor in the middle of a state banquet. He had, she thought, been quite drunk, and as he sang little strings of saliva had formed at the side of his mouth. She had looked down the table at the faces of the courtiers to see how they would react, but to a man they had kept their faces smooth and impassive as if nothing untoward was going on. The only sign that anyone had noticed the King’s drunken antics was a young footman whose shoulders were shaking with laughter until an older colleague nudged him to stop. She had resolved then that she would never let this happen when she was Queen. The idea that her courtiers might be laughing at her behind those smooth faces was not to be borne.

Victoria looked about her, but as there was no one in sight she picked up the hem of her nightdress and started to run up the stairs, Dash barking at her heels. Running was forbidden under the Kensington System, the system of rules set up by her mother and Conroy to govern every aspect of her existence. Running upstairs would have been unthinkable only yesterday, but today she could do whatever she liked.

Jenkins, her dresser, was waiting for her. The black silk dress, the one that had been ordered last week when it had become clear that the King would not recover from his illness, was laid out on the chaise longue. Jenkins had wanted to order several dresses, but Sir John had said that it was a needless expense. That was another thing that would have to change now she was Queen.

Jenkins was looking at her curiously. Victoria realised that she was clenching her fists.

‘You must order the rest of my mourning clothes now, Jenkins. I see no reason for further delay.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’ Jenkins’s round face was split by the width of her smile.

Victoria put her arms up, and the dresser pulled the black dress over her head. She turned to face herself in the cheval glass. The black silk dress with its caterpillar sleeves was quite different from the simple muslin dresses in pastel colours that her mother deemed suitable. The mourning dress made her look older, and the crenellated sleeves gave her outline a sharpness that she found pleasing. She smoothed the folds of silk at her waist.

Hearing a sound somewhere between a sigh and a gasp, Victoria turned to see Lehzen standing behind her.

‘Oh … forgive me … Majesty. I am not used to seeing you in black, you look so … grown up.’

Victoria smiled at Lehzen. ‘I am glad. It is time that people stopped seeing me as a little girl.’

The door from the bedroom burst open. The Duchess of Kent rushed in, her hair still in curling papers, her Paisley shawl flapping around her.

‘Mein Kind, where did you go?’ The Duchess’s voice was, as always, reproachful. But then Victoria saw her mother register the black dress, and watched as her expression changed from injury to shock.

‘Der König?’

Victoria nodded. Her mother put her arms around her, and she allowed herself to relax into that lavender-scented embrace.

‘Mein kleines Mädchen ist die Kaiserin.’

Victoria pulled herself away. ‘No more German, Mama. You are the mother of the Queen of England now.’

The Duchess nodded, her curl papers shaking. She put a trembling hand to Victoria’s cheek. Her pale blue eyes were wet.

‘Oh, my little Drina, have I ever told you about my journey from Amorbach across France when I was carrying you in my belly?’ She mimed the bulk of an eight-month pregnancy.

Victoria nodded. ‘Many times, Mama.’ But the Duchess was not to be forestalled. 

‘It was just a hired carriage, and so uncomfortable. But I was crossing my legs the whole time, so that you, Liebes, could be born in England. I knew that if you were born anywhere else, then those awful uncles of yours would say that you were not English and then you could not be Queen. But I held on.’

The Duchess smiled at her own obstetrical feat. She was right, of course, Victoria knew that. There were enough people already who doubted whether an eighteen-year-old girl would make a suitable monarch, but the idea of an eighteen-year-old girl who had been born in Germany would never be countenanced.

‘If only your poor father could have lived to see this day.’ The Duchess looked up at the life-sized picture of the late Duke of Kent, standing with his hand resting on a cannon, that hung behind them.

‘But Mama, even if he hadn’t died when I was a baby, he would never have seen me become Queen now, would he? The only reason I am Queen is that he is dead.’

The Duchess shook her head, impatient with Victoria’s pedantic insistence on the facts of the succession. ‘Yes, I know, but you know what I mean, Drina. He would be so happy to think that out of all his brothers, it was his child who was becoming the Queen. Just think, if I had not been what your father was always calling a Coburg brood mare, then that monster, your Uncle Cumberland, would be the King.’ The Duchess shuddered theatrically and crossed herself.

‘Well, he isn’t. Not of England, anyway. But of course he is the King of Hanover now,’ said Victoria. It was a wrinkle in the laws of succession that while she could inherit the British throne, as a woman she was barred from reigning over the German state that had been ruled jointly since the Elector of Hanover had become George I in 1713. Her Uncle Cumberland as the next male heir had inherited the German duchy.

‘Hanover! It is, how do you call it, a pimple, in the middle of Germany. Let him go and be King there, and leave us alone.’

Victoria tugged at the bodice of her dress so that it lay straight. Her mother had tried to frighten her with the man she called ‘your wicked Uncle Cumberland’ ever since she could remember. He was the reason that Victoria had always slept in her mother’s bedroom, the Duchess believing that if Cumberland were to come for Victoria in the night then she would at least be able interpose her body between the assassin and her child.

Victoria had no difficulty in believing her uncle capable of murder; he was almost comically villainous in appearance – tall and cadaverous with a livid duelling scar down one cheek. When Cumberland’s valet had been found with his throat cut, it had been generally assumed that Cumberland had been responsible. She had less confidence in her mother’s ability to defend her. Determined as the Duchess was, Victoria did not think even she would be able to fend off a six-foot man with a cutthroat razor.

Her mother was fussing now. ‘Why didn’t you wake me up at once?’ She looked reproachfully at Lehzen. ‘You should have told me, Baroness.’

The Baroness bowed her head, but said nothing. She could hardly say she had been acting on the explicit instructions of the daughter. Before the Duchess could remonstrate further, the door opened and Sir John Conroy walked in, planting himself, as he always did, in the middle of the room as if taking possession of a newly conquered territory.

The Duchess turned immediately and fluttered towards him. ‘Oh, Sir John, have you heard? That awful old man is dead, and our little Drina is Queen.’

Watching the Duchess lay a hand on his arm, Victoria felt a shiver of revulsion run through her. Why couldn’t her mother see that it was beneath her dignity as a royal Duchess and now the mother of a Queen to be always fawning on this odious fellow as if he were the man of rank and fortune instead of her paid advisor?

Conroy spoke in his deep booming voice with its slight Irish inflection, his words, as ever, uttered with total conviction. ‘The first thing to decide is how you will style yourself. Alexandrina is too foreign, and Victoria is hardly the name for a Queen. You could adopt Elizabeth, perhaps, or Anne. Yes,’ Conroy’s long handsome face was flushed with his proximity to power, ‘Elizabeth II sounds very well. Very well indeed.’

He turned to the woman who had followed him into the room. ‘Don’t you think so, Lady Flora?’

Victoria stared straight ahead. She thought that if she did not look at Conroy and Flora Hastings, they might realise that they were not welcome.

But she heard the rustle of Lady Flora’s curtsey, and her murmur, ‘To be called Elizabeth would be a reminder of a great Queen.’ The implication could not have been clearer. It would take more than a name to turn a little girl into a monarch.

The Duchess turned back to Victoria. ‘Has the Archbishop come? I will just be getting dressed and then we can go and see him together.’

Victoria turned to face her. She could feel her heart pounding as she said in a voice that was braver than she felt, ‘Thank you, Mama, but that won’t be necessary. The Archbishop and the Lord Chamberlain were here earlier. They have already kissed hands.’

The Duchess looked at her in horror. ‘You saw them alone! But Drina! What were you thinking?’

Victoria paused before replying as evenly as she could, ‘A month ago, on my eighteenth birthday, I became old enough to be Queen, and therefore quite capable of seeing my ministers alone.’

The Duchess looked, as she always did in times of difficulty, to Conroy. Victoria was pleased to note he was developing a slight twitch in his left eye.

There was a crash as Conroy banged his silver-topped cane on the wooden floor. ‘This is not a game! In the future,’ he hesitated, but managed to form his lips around her new title, ‘Ma’am, you will always be accompanied by your mother or me. You cannot do this alone.’

Victoria could not help but take a step backwards as he loomed towards her. But she told herself there was no reason to be frightened; there was nothing he could do to her any more. At her feet she heard Dash growling.

Bending down, she picked up the spaniel. ‘Oh, don’t worry, Sir John, I have no intention of being alone.’ Ignoring her mother’s imploring face, she turned her head to look straight at him. ‘You see, I have Dash.’

And, discretion being the better part of valour, she walked out of the room, holding Dash tightly in her arms. She ran down the corridor and then stopped, her head still throbbing with the sound of Conroy’s cane as it struck the floor. She knew that there was nothing to be frightened of any more, but still the act of defying him had left her breathless.


Chapter Two

THE CURTAINS ON THE BED WERE MADE OF DARK brocade shot with silver; they were heavy with dust that looked as though it had lain undisturbed since the death of the bed’s last occupant, Queen Mary, of smallpox sometime in the late seventeenth century. The Stuart Queen had always been a favourite of Victoria’s. She was the only Queen in her own right to live here at Kensington, although of course she had not reigned alone, but in a dual monarchy with her husband William of Orange.

As Victoria sat on the bed in the room that had once belonged to Queen Mary, she wondered if that long-dead Queen had felt as nervous as she did now. She had waited for this moment for so long. She had imagined in great detail the satisfaction she would feel in at last being able to put Conroy in his place. But instead of triumph, she felt unstable, as if by defying Conroy she had somehow undermined her own foundations. But then she remembered that moment in Ramsgate when Conroy had tried to force her to sign that paper making him her Private Secretary.

Victoria lay back on Queen Mary’s bed, and her movement unsettled a huge cloud of dust. She sat up again immediately; she could feel a sneeze pending, a prickling against her eyeballs. Everything about Kensington was dusty and irritating. The room would have to be thoroughly cleaned and aired before she could sleep there.

She looked over to the corner of the room, where Dash was sniffing suspiciously at something. She stood up and called for Lehzen, who appeared so quickly that she must have been lurking outside. ‘Will you make sure that this room is thoroughly aired? I don’t think it’s been cleaned since the seventeenth century.’

Lehzen hesitated. ‘Of course, Majesty, but the running of the household here is not my responsibility.’

Victoria replied, ‘You forget, Lehzen, that Kensington Palace is now mine, and I have decided that you should take charge. Look at this room! There are mice droppings everywhere. That would not happen in a properly run household.’

Lehzen nodded her agreement. ‘I am afraid that Sir John is not interested in cleanliness. The servants here know that and they do not perform their duties with diligence.’

‘Well, I am sure you will change all that, Lehzen, when you are in charge of the household. You are a very good teacher, after all.’

Lehzen folded her hands in satisfaction. ‘I believe Sir John will not be happy about this change of government.’

Victoria smiled back at her. ‘No, I don’t suppose he will. But I am no longer under any obligation to please Sir John. He is the comptroller of my mother’s household, not mine.’

‘Yes, Majesty.’

‘Everything is going to be different now.’

The two women smiled at each other.

Victoria walked over to the window and looked out at the green canopy of trees in the Park beyond the formal gardens.

‘For a start, I do not intend to stay here at Kensington. It is miles away from anything, and quite unsuitable as a royal residence.’

Lehzen looked at her in surprise. Victoria continued, ‘I think I shall look over Buckingham House. It is in the centre of town, at least, and I believe it has a throne room.’

Lehzen nodded. ‘I have heard that your uncle, King George, had it decorated most extravagantly.’

‘Better a little extravagance than living in a dusty mouse nest in the middle of the country!’ Victoria pulled at one of the ancient curtains to emphasise her point, and it came away in tatters. She started to laugh, and after a moment Lehzen joined in.

They were still laughing when the Duchess found them. She was now clothed in black, as the court was in the official mourning period for the King, but her dress was made of a richly figured black silk. There were diamonds in her elaborately arranged hair. At forty-seven, the Duchess was an attractive woman, her face with its large blue eyes and rosy colouring only marred by the sulky set of her mouth.

‘Warum lachst du? What is so amusing?’

Victoria held out the fistful of disintegrating curtain. The Duchess frowned. ‘But why is this making you laugh, Drina? It is not so funny, I think.’

‘I put my hand out and the curtain just fell to bits. It was very droll.’ Victoria saw the incomprehension in her mother’s eyes.

‘But why are you in here, anyway, Drina? Surely you have more pressing matters to attend to than exploring the Palace.’

Victoria took a deep breath. ‘I have decided to make this my bedroom, Mama. It belonged to a Queen Regnant, like me, so I think it is suitable.’

The Duchess’s hand fluttered to her mouth. ‘But Drina, my Liebes, you have slept beside me since you were a tiny baby. I wonder how you will manage if I am not there to comfort you in the night when you are having an Alptraum.’ The Duchess looked so distressed that Victoria felt almost sorry for her.

‘You have taken great care of me, Mama. I know that. But things are different now.’

‘But if your Uncle Cumberland comes for you in the night, how will I protect you?’

Victoria laughed, and she saw Lehzen smiling, out of the corner of her eye. ‘I think protecting me is now the job of the Household Cavalry. You can stop worrying, Mama. There is nothing that Uncle Cumberland can do to me, unless he wants to be arrested for treason.’

The Duchess shook her head and, putting it on one side, she tried another tack. ‘Did you know that Queen Mary died in this room, lying in this bed? I would not be happy sleeping here, knowing such a story.’ She shrugged, and the corners of her mouth turned down.

Victoria had not known that her ancestor had died as well as lived in this room, but then, she thought, neither did her mother. The Duchess was quite capable of inventing a story if it suited her requirements.

‘I think, Mama, that once this room has been properly cleaned and aired, I will not be troubled by its history.’

The Duchess threw up her hands.

‘And besides, Mama, I will not be sleeping here for long. I intend to move to Buckingham House as soon as is possible.’

The Duchess looked startled. ‘You must talk to Sir John before you do anything. To move the household, that is not a decision that you can take alone.’

‘Really, Mama? I think that as the Sovereign I am the only person who can decide where I live. And really it is no business of Sir John’s, as it is my household that will be moving, not yours.’

To Victoria’s intense surprise and annoyance, her mother laughed. ‘Oh, Drina, this is showing how little you know about how the world works. Do you really think that you, an unmarried girl of eighteen, can set up an establishment on her own, even if you are the Queen?’

Victoria said nothing. She knew what she intended.

‘And do you really think that you can manage all this with only the Baroness to help you?’ The Duchess looked at Lehzen with dislike.

‘I am not a child any more, Mama.’

‘And yet you act like one, Drina. But I understand that this is all a shock for you. When you have come to your senses, we will talk sensibly with Sir John about the future.’

Before Victoria could reply, the Duchess left the room. To express her feelings, Victoria gave the post of the bed a sharp kick, causing a cloud of moth-eaten hangings to collapse.

Victoria turned to Lehzen. ‘Please have this room made habitable at once. I cannot spend another night in the same room as Mama.’


Chapter Three

VICTORIA LOOKED UP AT THE PORTRAIT OF HER FATHER wearing his uniform and standing beside a cannon. She could not forget, even if she wanted to, that she was a soldier’s daughter.

She turned round and opened one of the red boxes on her desk. They had come that morning as soon as the death of her uncle had been officially announced. Evidently the business of government, whatever that was exactly, must go on.

Victoria picked up the document at the top of the pile and began to read. It appeared to be about the appointment of a new bishop in Lincoln, but it was written in such convoluted language that Victoria could not be sure. How was she meant to choose between the various candidates – she had never heard of any of them. As she flicked through the other documents she began to feel anxious: there were endless lists of officers waiting for commissions, a paper from the Foreign Office about the movement of troops in Afghanistan, a memorandum from the Lord Chamberlain about Queen Adelaide’s widow’s pension.

Victoria sat down, trying not to panic. She picked up one of the dolls that sat on their own chairs nearby. This doll was wearing the tinsel crown she made for it all those years ago in Lehzen’s schoolroom. Talking to dolls was hardly the behaviour of a Queen, but Mama and Conroy had not liked her to play with other children, apart from Conroy’s awful daughter Jane, so in the long lonely hours of her childhood, Victoria had had to invent her own companions. No. 123 she felt was a little older than her, the kind of friend that one would go to for advice and counsel. She looked at the doll’s button black eyes and said, ‘How does a Queen deal with her correspondence, do you think, No. 123?’

‘Still playing with dolls, Your Royal Highness?’ Conroy’s voice made her start. ‘Oh, forgive me, still playing with dolls, Your Majesty?’ Conroy repeated, and smiled with malicious pleasure.

The Duchess bustled in after him. ‘Really, you must put such childish things away now you are Queen, Drina.’

Victoria put No. 123 down on the desk. Instinctively she took a step back from Conroy.

‘I see your boxes have arrived … Ma’am,’ said Conroy. ‘You will have so many pressing matters to attend to.’

He picked up the document that Victoria had been looking at. ‘Ah, the bishopric of Lincoln. Quite a thorny decision. I hardly think that the Dean of Wells is suitable; I hear that he is quite evangelical in his views. I think you must appoint someone who is more in sympathy with…’

Victoria snatched the paper away from him. ‘I don’t think I gave you permission to look at my papers, Sir John.’

The Duchess gasped, but Conroy merely raised an eyebrow. ‘I was simply trying to help you, Ma’am, with your official duties. I thought, given that you seemed to be otherwise engaged,’ he glanced at No. 123, ‘you might profit from some assistance.’

Victoria looked up at the plump, bellicose face of her father and with all the courage she could summon took a step towards Conroy. ‘I think, Sir John, that when I need your help, I will ask for it!’

The silence in the room was complete, and then Conroy laughed. ‘Do you really think that a girl like you, ignorant and unformed, can serve her country without advice? Can you possibly imagine that you can step straight from the schoolroom onto the throne?’ His voice was light, and he turned to the Duchess, who smiled back at him.

Her mother’s smile made Victoria dig her fingernails into her palms, but she would not give way. ‘I would have been better prepared, if you and Mama had allowed me to come out into society instead of keeping me shut up here in Kensington.’

‘We had to protect you, Drina,’ her mother said, shaking her head.

‘We have always done what is best for you, Ma’am. And that is why we are here now, to prevent you from making any childish mistakes.’ Conroy allowed his eyes to flick over to the dolls sitting on their tiny thrones.

Victoria took a deep breath. ‘I think you forget, Sir John, that I am my father’s daughter and the granddaughter of a King. I am determined to serve my country to the best of my ability.’ She looked over to her mother. ‘You know I am ready, Mama. You understand how much I want to make you and poor dear Papa proud.’

Her mother looked at her for a moment with the tenderness that Victoria craved, but then, as if frightened by an independent feeling, she turned towards Sir John, whose smile had remained fixed throughout.

‘Your sentiments are admirable, Ma’am. But might I suggest that an eighteen-year-old girl would serve her country most successfully if she accepts help and guidance? Your mother wants nothing more than to serve you, and I suggest that as your Private Secretary I will be able to guide you to the greater glory of the country you now reign over.’

Conroy kept his voice light, but Victoria could see the giveaway twitch at the corner of his left eye. This gave her courage.

‘I thank you for your observations, but I must tell you I don’t remember appointing you as my Private Secretary, Sir John. And now, since, as you say, I have a great deal of government business to attend to, you have my permission to withdraw.’

Conroy flinched. She saw his hand move, as if he were about to strike her, but although she knew him quite capable of it, Victoria stood firm. She kept her eyes on him, clenching her hands together so that he should not see them trembling.

Conroy loomed over her, but Victoria did not waver. At last, he bowed his head with great deliberation. Still facing her, he walked backwards out of the room.

As soon as he was out of sight, Victoria let out the breath she had been holding in a great rush.

‘How rude you are being to Sir John, Drina,’ the Duchess was tearfully indignant, ‘when all he is being is your friend.’

Victoria turned to face her mother. ‘Oh no, Mama, you are mistaken. He is your friend, not mine.’

And before her mother could answer, or indeed see the tears that were threatening, Victoria ran out of the room.


Chapter Four

WILLIAM LAMB, THE SECOND VISCOUNT MELBOURNE and Prime Minister of Great Britain and Ireland, opened his eyes with reluctance. His servants had strict instructions not to wake him unless there was an emergency. He looked at his butler’s grave face, and then saw the King’s Messenger standing behind him. Seeing the black armband on the man’s right arm, he sat up immediately.

‘The King?’

The messenger nodded and handed him the dispatch.

Melbourne looked at the butler. ‘Coffee.’

An hour or so later, Melbourne was riding along Rotten Row to Kensington Palace. It would have been more fitting to go in his carriage, but he had eaten and drunk too freely last night and the ride would do him good. He had got into the habit of falling asleep in his study after the second bottle of claret, which did not help his temper the next day. He wished that he could fall asleep, as he used to, as soon as his head touched the pillow, but that knack had eluded him along with marital happiness.

‘William!’ a woman called to him from a carriage going the other way. He saw Emma Portman sitting in her brougham alongside her husband, who looked, as he always did, rather surprised that he could sit up unaided.

He nodded to them both, but Emma was not to be dismissed so easily. ‘Is it true the King is dead?’

‘Yes. I am just on my way to Kensington to kiss hands with our new Queen.’

Emma put her head on one side. ‘Then why the long face, William? Surely anyone is better than that old buffoon, God rest his soul.’

Lord Portman lifted his head and said in his querulous lisp, ‘Ith it true that the Queen’s head ith too big for her body? I heard that ith why they keep her shut away in Kensington.’

Emma shook her head impatiently. ‘Nonsense, Portman, I have seen the Queen, and she is perfectly formed. I think you will like her, William.’

Melbourne shrugged, said, ‘Perhaps, but the truth is, Emma, after eight years I am tired of governing. I would much rather consult the rooks at Brocket Hall.’

Emma tapped her fan on the side of the carriage sharply. ‘The rooks must wait. Your Queen needs you, your country needs you, and it must be said I would very much like a place at court.’

Melbourne could not help but smile. He had known Emma all his life and had never known her fail to get her own way. Only a woman of her ability could have manoeuvred her dolt of a husband into a cabinet post, even if he was only Under-Secretary for the Colonies. If Emma Portman wanted to join the royal household, then nothing would stop her.

‘In that case, Emma, I see that I have no choice but to shoulder my burden.’ He tipped his hat to her and rode on.

It was a pleasant ride, the sun reflecting on the Serpentine lake as he rode over the bridge. As he approached the gardens of the Palace, the trees grew thicker, and he fancied himself momentarily as the Prince in the Perrault tale of the Sleeping Beauty going to rouse a princess who had been asleep for a hundred years. Of course, the princess, who he must now think of as the Queen, would be wide-awake now. The Duchess, he knew, had been making daily enquiries as to the state of the King’s health; she and Conroy had no doubt been planning for this moment for years.

Melbourne wondered how the Queen, whose small figure and doll-like features he had only glimpsed at one of the late King’s Drawing Rooms, would cope with her new responsibilities. She had seemed so very young. But as Emma had said, anything would be better than the last occupants of the throne. The wits at Brooks’s had pronounced the last three kings ‘an imbecile, a profligate and a buffoon’. The new Queen had to be preferable to the late King, with his intemperate swearing and those bulging Hanoverian eyes that looked, when he was in a temper, as if they would pop out of his head. No, a young woman would make a pleasant change, just so long as she did not get the vapours when asked to do something unpleasant. Melbourne wondered if he would be required to carry smelling salts in his pocket along with his watch.

He reached the gates of Kensington Palace and noticed that the paint was peeling from the iron scrollwork. It did not feel like a Palace, more like a place where the odds and ends of the royal family could be tidied away out of harm’s reach. The Duchess of Kent had lived there since she had been the obscure German widow of one of George III’s many sons. Now she was the mother of the Queen.

No one could have foreseen it. The Duke of Kent had been one of four royal Dukes to discard their mistresses and hurry to Germany in search of a royal bride after the death of Princess Charlotte, George III’s only legitimate grandchild, in childbirth. The betting had been on the Duke of Clarence, the late King as he then was, who had after all fathered ten children on Mrs Jordan. But he did not enjoy the same luck with his scrawny German bride, Adelaide of Saxe-Meiningen. Their two daughters had not lived long enough to be christened.

Kent, however, the next brother down, had picked himself a widow who had already given birth to two children. She was a Coburg, commonly known as the brood mares of Europe. Their daughter, Alexandrina Victoria, had arrived a year after the wedding, promptly followed by the death of the Duke from a chill. Of course at the time no one had thought that Kent’s baby daughter would inherit the throne, but while George IV showed no sign of remarrying, and the Clarences failed to produce a child that survived, the little Princess of Kent had been growing up in the nursery at Kensington.

Melbourne wondered what kind of education she had received. A boy would have had a governor and a course of formal instruction. But a girl, how should a future Queen be educated? Melbourne hoped that she had received instruction in more than watercolours and the pianoforte, or whatever were considered the indispensable accomplishments of a lady of rank.

There was a man standing at the entrance of the Palace. A tall thin figure with dark hair who could only be Sir John Conroy, Melbourne thought. He had met him once years ago, and had been surprised by how much he had disliked him. There had been something overweening about him that Melbourne had not cared for.

As he handed his horse to the groom, Conroy came down the steps to greet him, a smile of welcome etched onto his long face. ‘Lord Melbourne.’ Conroy bent his head in greeting. ‘Might I have a word with you?’

Melbourne saw that he could not escape. ‘I am on my way to see the Queen.’

‘Yes. It is of the … Queen that I wish to speak. You know, of course, that she has led the most sheltered life until now.’

Melbourne noticed two patches of red on the other man’s cheeks. He was clearly in a state of some excitement.

‘I know very little about the Queen, as she has not, as you say, been seen much in society.’

‘As equerry to the late Duke and then as the Duchess’s most trusted advisor, I have watched over the Queen’s upbringing since she was a baby. I have done everything in my power to prepare her for the responsibilities that lay before her.’

‘Indeed, Sir John. Then it perhaps is a pity that you did not introduce her more into the world that she is to rule.’

Sir John lifted his head up and looked Melbourne in the eye. ‘The Queen is very young and impressionable. The Duchess did not want her to be … distracted.’

Melbourne did not reply. He thought it much more likely that the Duchess and Conroy had kept their charge out of the public eye in order to have her completely in their control. How unfortunate for them that the Queen was now eighteen and there was no need to appoint a Regent.

‘I think there is no one more suitable than me to act as the Queen’s Private Secretary,’ Conroy went on. ‘No one knows better where her strengths and weaknesses lie.’

Melbourne nodded. ‘No doubt. But I believe that to be the Queen’s decision, not mine.’

Sir John smiled his mirthless smile. ‘The Queen does not always understand what is in her best interests, but I am sure that with some guidance from you, she will make the right appointment.’

‘I am sure she will, Sir John. And now if you will excuse me.’ Before Sir John could say anything more, Melbourne was up the steps and walking into the Palace.


Chapter Five

FROM THE WINDOW OF HER SITTING ROOM, VICTORIA could see Conroy talking to a tall man she thought was Lord Melbourne. Conroy, she could see, was bathing the Prime Minister in all the charm of which he was capable. Since Melbourne’s back was to her, however, she could not tell how he was taking it.

Lehzen came to the door. She had an expression on her face that Victoria could not quite determine. ‘The Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, is here, Majesty.’

‘I am ready to see him.’

Lehzen did not move. Victoria looked at her, surprised. ‘I do not want to keep him waiting, Lehzen.’

Still the Baroness hesitated, then, ‘I think I should stay with you, as a chaperone.’

Victoria laughed. ‘The Queen of England and her Prime Minister do not need a chaperone, Lehzen. I will see him alone, as I intend to see all my ministers. Now please go and fetch him.’

Lehzen stood her ground. ‘Drina … Majesty, I have always tried to shield you from these things, but really I must not leave you alone with him. Lord Melbourne is …’ she searched for the right English word, ‘disreputable. His wife, Lady Caroline, ran away with Lord Byron and he has been involved with many women. Only last year he was taken to the court for having criminal conversation with a Mrs Norton. You must have protection.’

Victoria, who had had no idea that her Prime Minister had such a reputation, found she was more intrigued than alarmed. ‘What is a criminal conversation?’

The Baroness mumbled, ‘It is an … immoral encounter, Majesty. That is why you should not be alone with him.’

Lehzen’s face was so crumpled with anxiety that Victoria wanted to reach out and smooth the lines away from her forehead. But the idea that she was somehow at risk was absurd. There was only one man she was frightened of, and that was not Lord Melbourne. The thing worrying her now was not her Prime Minister’s reputation but how close he was to Conroy. What had they been talking about outside?

‘Don’t worry, Lehzen, I will be quite safe. And if he does anything disreputable,’ she looked down at the spaniel, ‘I am sure Dash will intervene.’

Lehzen bowed her head and retreated.

Victoria glanced at herself in the mirror. She wished that she did not look quite so young. Although her hair was up, the chignon at the back of her head only emphasized how small her face was, and the black dress made her look pale. She gave her cheeks a pinch.

‘The Viscount Melbourne,’ the footman announced. Victoria’s first impression was of a man who seemed pleased to see her. He was tall, and while his hair was streaked with grey and he must be about the same age as Conroy, the expression in his green eyes made him look much younger.

Melbourne knelt and kissed her outstretched hand. ‘May I offer my condolences on the death of your uncle the King, Your Majesty.’

Victoria nodded. ‘Poor Uncle King, he was always kind to me. Even if he did have some strange ideas about whom I should marry.’

Clearly smelling salts would not be needed, Melbourne thought to himself.

‘Indeed, Ma’am? I believe he favoured the Prince of Orange.’

‘A prince with a head the size of a pumpkin.’

Melbourne’s lips twitched. ‘I see you have a keen eye for detail, Ma’am.’

Victoria looked at him sharply: was he making fun of her?

Melbourne cast an eye around the room, noticing the picture of the Duke of Kent standing next to an unfeasibly large cannon. He had never met the Duke but was well acquainted with the stories of the savage punishments he had inflicted on his troops. He hoped that the little woman before him had not inherited her father’s passion for discipline. He looked away quickly and saw a doll sitting on a miniature chair wearing a tattered tinsel crown. He glanced at the Queen. ‘What a charming doll. Does she have a name?’

Victoria shook her head. ‘She is No. 123. Mama gave her to me on my eleventh birthday.’

‘With the crown?’

‘No, that came later. I made it on the day I realised that, if I lived, I would be Queen.’

‘And when was that, Ma’am?’ Melbourne asked.

‘I was thirteen. I was having a lesson with Lehzen and she showed me the family tree. I looked at it for a long time and then I saw that I was next.’

Her voice was her great feature, Melbourne thought, light and cool without a trace of shrillness. She might be small and without particular beauty, but her voice was unmistakably regal.

‘Was it a shock, Ma’am?’

She returned his gaze with great seriousness. ‘I remember thinking that my uncle’s crown would be too big for me.’

Melbourne felt disconcerted. He had been talking to her as if to a child, but seeing the tilt of her head and the spark in her pale blue eyes, he knew he had underestimated her.

Looking out of the window, the Queen said, ‘I believe you know Sir John Conroy?’

Melbourne heard the tension in her voice and saw the defiant set of the shoulders.

‘I have certainly met him, Ma’am, but we are no more than acquaintances. I believe he would like to be your Private Secretary.’

Victoria turned round to face him, her small face pink with indignation. ‘That is out of the question. He means to run me as he runs my mother.’

Melbourne hesitated; he was beginning to understand what the Queen’s upbringing had been. ‘Then you must have someone else.’

Victoria nodded, relieved; this man seemed actually to listen to her, instead of telling her what to do. Melbourne continued. ‘If I might make a suggestion, perhaps I could act as your Secretary for the moment. I see that the boxes have already started arriving, and I am afraid that the business of government will not wait. I can imagine that it must seem rather overwhelming when you have so little experience, but I assure you that with some guidance you will soon be the master or rather the mistress of it all.’

At the word guidance, Victoria began to tremble with indignation. She had almost been deceived by Melbourne’s ease of manner, but it was clear that he wanted to control her just as Conroy did. She lifted her chin and drew herself as erect as possible. ‘Thank you, Lord Melbourne, but I believe I can manage.’

Melbourne bowed. ‘I shall disturb you no longer then, Ma’am. I shall only remind you that the Privy Council meets tomorrow, and it is customary for the monarch to say a few words at the beginning of the meeting.’

‘I am quite aware of my responsibilities, Lord Melbourne.’

To her surprise Melbourne appeared to be smiling. ‘I am delighted to hear it, Ma’am. Good day to you,’ and with that he gave her a bow and left the room, that easy smile still lingering.

Victoria’s knees felt weak, and she sat down rather suddenly. Melbourne’s remark about the speech to the Privy Council had come as a shock. She knew that presiding over the Council was one of her constitutional duties, but had not realised she would have to give a formal address.

There were so many things she didn’t know. Lehzen had done her best, but a German governess alone could hardly be expected to educate the future Queen of England in her constitutional responsibilities. Victoria should have had other tutors, but Conroy had persuaded her mother that anyone from outside the household might exert too great an influence – an influence that he wanted to reserve to himself. But she would not ask for help now. However hard it was, she would do this alone.

Through the window came the sound of a bell tolling to announce the death of the King to passersby. She stood up and went to the window. A small group of people had gathered by the gates, which were now guarded by men from the Household Cavalry, as befitted her new status. A small girl who was standing holding her mother’s skirts had a doll quite like No. 123. Victoria was possessed by a sudden impulse to run outside and show the little girl her own doll, to make her solemn face light up with surprise and pleasure. But she did not move. A Queen, she knew, did not act on impulse.


Chapter Six

PENGE, THE STEWARD, BROUGHT THE LETTER IN ON A silver salver. Victoria looked up from her desk, where she had been trying, unsuccessfully, for the last two hours to compose a speech for the Privy Council. ‘With Lord Melbourne’s compliments, Ma’am.’

Victoria took the letter and laid it beside her own sheet of paper. She had got as far as writing, ‘My lords.’ This much she knew was correct, but did that include the Archbishop, who was a Privy Councillor, or Sir Robert Peel, who was not a lord? It was all so complicated. She could ask Lehzen, but she suspected that she would not have the answer. Conroy would know, of course, but she would rather make a public mistake than ask for his assistance.

She picked up Melbourne’s letter and broke the seal. There was an enclosure with the letter:

Your Majesty,

It occurred to me yesterday that you may not yet be familiar with all the protocol surrounding the Privy Council. It would be impossible for you to anticipate all the procedures of a body you have never had the pleasure, a word I use with some hesitation, of meeting. Therefore, I have taken the great, but I hope not altogether unwelcome, liberty of drafting a speech for you. I do not presume to tell you what to say, only to give you the most correct form with which to say it. I do not have to remind you that the Duke of Cumberland, soon to be the King of Hanover, will be present, and he is, as you know, a stickler for protocol.

Believe me to be your obedient servant, etc etc, Melbourne

She picked up the paper that had come with the letter. As promised, it was a draft of a speech that gave her the outline of how she should address the council. ‘My Lords spiritual and temporal’ was the correct address apparently, but he only made suggestions as to what she might say:

an allusion to the virtues of your uncle the late King, would be customary here. In case you struggle to think of any, I suggest that you mention his excellent timekeeping. The King may never have had a sensible thought but at least he was always prompt.

Melbourne’s tone was rather disrespectful to her uncle, but Victoria could not help smiling. King William had indeed been obsessed with punctuality. At Windsor his favourite thing was to follow the man who wound up the clocks, his round face beaming with pleasure when all the timepieces chimed together.

She had almost finished copying out her speech when Lehzen came in, carrying a long box. ‘The Lord Chamberlain sent this, Majesty.’

Victoria opened the box and saw the star-shaped Order of the Garter on its blue ribbon. Knights of the Garter, the oldest order of chivalry in Europe, wore an actual garter round their left leg, but for a woman that was not possible.

She bent her head as Lehzen put the sash over her head. It seemed strange to be putting it on without ceremony; normally the heir to the throne would have been made a Knight of the Garter by his predecessor. In her case, of course, her sex precluded this. But now she was Sovereign of the Garter, and she alone could make new appointments to the Order.

She went over to the looking glass and tried to adjust the sash. The Order, a bejewelled star with the legend Honi soit qui mal y pense (Shame on him who thinks evil of it), was perched rather unfortunately on her corseted bosom.

Victoria caught Lehzen’s eye in the looking glass. ‘This has not, I believe, been designed for a woman to wear, Baroness.’

Lehzen allowed herself a small smile. ‘Indeed, Majesty. Might I suggest?’ She came forward and tried to adjust the sash so the Order lay flat against her waist. But the Order was too big to lie comfortably – either it was perched ludicrously on her chest or it dug into her waist.

Victoria took it off and turned back to Melbourne’s letter. She had noticed a postscript on the other side:

You will, of course, as Sovereign, be wearing the Order of the Garter. It is rather an unwieldy thing, so might I suggest that you follow the example of your predecessor as Queen Regnant, Queen Anne, and wear it on your right arm. It is important to be comfortable, as I am sure you will agree.

‘I think I will wear it on my arm, Lehzen. I am not a man, and there is no reason for me to dress like one.’


Chapter Seven

IT WOULD BE STANDING ROOM ONLY, THOUGHT Melbourne, as he watched the Privy Councillors crowd into the Red Saloon at Kensington Palace. He saw the tall, hook-nosed figure of the Duke of Wellington and his burly companion Robert Peel, the leader of the Tories in the Commons, jostling for space with the Archbishop of Canterbury. Only the Duke of Cumberland could cause his fellow Councillors to make room for him. The scar on the Duke’s right cheek looked particularly livid this morning, perhaps inflamed by the disappointment that must surely be his. Melbourne had no doubt that Cumberland was not happy with the laws of succession that put his eighteen-year-old niece on the throne instead of him. Hanover, by all accounts a dreary place, was not much of a consolation prize.

He wondered if the Queen would use the speech he had drafted for her. She had been so vehement about not needing assistance during their meeting, but on his way home he had decided that even if she did not ask for his help, it was still his duty to offer it. There was something admirable about her spirit; he had not expected to find her so remarkably distinct. That almost tangible outline to her reminded him of his late wife, Caro. She too had been eighteen when he had first seen her. 

There was a change in the rhythm of the murmurs around him, the rumble of self-congratulation replaced by an expectant whisper. Melbourne turned and saw the doors at the other end of the saloon being opened by the footmen. There, framed by the doorway, stood the diminutive figure of the Queen. A collective gasp filled the room. Even though everyone present had come to meet their new monarch, it was still somehow unnatural to see a woman, and such a young, slight one, in the place hitherto taken by a succession of old and increasingly portly men.

Victoria heard that gasp and put her hand to the pocket in her skirt to check that the speech was still there. Looking out at the sea of faces in front of her, she realised she had never been in a room with so many men. It was quite peculiar, but she supposed she would have to get used to it. Still, it felt as if she was walking into a forest, full of trees with black trunks and silver leaves.

She walked slowly up to the small dais that had been prepared for her. It was not very high, but would at least bring her up to the eye level of the other people in the room.

Victoria glanced around from the dais. Most of the group were strangers, but she recognised the gloomy face of the Archbishop, then the twisted snarl of her uncle. Quickly she looked down at the floor.

After a deep breath, Victoria pulled out the speech from her pocket and began to read. ‘My Lords spiritual and temporal, it is with a
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