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Dedication
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Chapter One

The Queen must say that she does feel very bitterly the want of feeling of those who ask the Queen to go to open Parliament . . . why this wish should be of so unreasonable and unfeeling a nature, as to long to witness the spectacle of a poor, broken-hearted widow, nervous and shrinking, dragged in deep mourning, ALONE in STATE as a Show, where she used to go supported by her husband, to be gazed at, without delicacy of feeling, is a thing she cannot understand, and she never could wish her bitterest foe to be exposed to!

—QUEEN VICTORIA TO LORD RUSSELL

London, February 1868

Princess Louise Caroline Alberta rose from the Sovereign’s throne beneath the gilded canopy of state at the front of the House of Lords. She nodded to the sea of peers in their parliamentary red robes trimmed with ermine, and the MPs in their somber suits standing at the back of the chamber. They returned the bow, honoring her as the representative of her mother, Her Majesty Victoria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Queen.

The Earl Marshall, the Duke of Norfolk, in his red-and-gold-braided coat, stepped forward and picked up the Imperial State Crown on its velvet cushion, signaling Louise to descend from the dais. The gathered lords and gentlemen stood so still, every rustle of Louise’s long parliamentary robe carried by four Pages of Honor echoed off the Gothic wood walls. The ominous quiet rattled her more than when she’d entered the Lords Chamber and taken the throne to wait for the Gentleman Usher of the Black Rod to lead the Members of Parliament in from the Commons. She’d braced for a barrage of boos from the republican MPs, but even the ones who’d hissed at Mama during the last two openings had remained respectful. Of course, Mama had no one to blame but herself for their ire. If she’d willingly fulfill her duties instead of grudgingly appearing only when her children needed money for majorities and weddings, the republican MPs would have a great deal less to complain about.

The respectful quiet continued as Louise followed the Earl Marshall to the side door. She held her head high, maintaining the regal stance she’d spent days practicing along with Mama’s speech. Lady Sybil St. Albans, her dearest friend, watched from her seat beside Lady Ely, one of Mama’s Ladies of the Bedchamber. Mama had commanded both women to assist Louise today. Once Louise passed, they’d fall in behind her for the procession back through the Royal Gallery to the Robing Room, passing again the lines of Gentlemen at Arms standing watch in front of the dignitaries and officials gathered for the State Opening of Parliament. Lady Ely stared grim-faced while Sybil beamed as brightly as the diamonds in her tiara. Sybil’s smile eased the air of responsibility hanging on Louise’s shoulders like the long parliamentary robe. Today was a triumph and far from the disaster Mama had feared.

IN THE QUIET of the Robing Room, Lady Ely directed the Pages of Honor in the removal of Louise’s robe. Louise sighed when they lifted the weight off her shoulders, and she rubbed her neck as she took in the large frescoes of King Arthur’s Court by William Dyce hanging on the walls above them. Papa had commissioned the pieces during the rebuilding of the Palace of Westminster after the nasty fire thirty years ago. The knights and ladies stood among the ornate gilded high ceilings, their medieval air so different from Franz Xaver Winterhalter’s regal portraits of Mama and Papa flanking the gold throne. Papa stood in his dark Rifle Brigade uniform, his Order of the Garter star shining on his chest. When he’d posed for the portrait, no one had known his death was only two years away. Louise closed her eyes, the warm feel of his large hand covering hers as potent today as it’d been the first time he’d led her through this room. He’d beamed with pride as she’d explained each image, knowing more about the Arthurian legends than even Mr. Dyce.

“You’re a true artist,” Papa had complimented, squeezing Louise’s hand.

“Someday, I’ll complete a piece to really make you proud.”

His warm smile swelled her chest with adoration. “I have no doubt you will.”

Are you proud of me now? Louise opened her eyes and touched the smooth strand of pearls adorning her neck. They’d belonged to Papa’s mother, Princess Louise of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg, for whom she was named. His mother had been cruelly torn from him when he was five, her absence leaving an awful hole in his heart and life the way Papa’s death had done to Louise.

“You were marvelous, Your Royal Highness,” Sybil congratulated, fluffing out Louise’s wide skirt and bringing her back to today.

“Her Majesty couldn’t have asked for a better representative,” the Lord Great Chamberlain, Baron Willoughby de Eresby, assured with a courtier’s reverence. Lord Norfolk nodded his agreement before the two men fell into quiet conversation. Nearby, the Crown Jeweler and his assistant examined the Imperial State Crown to ensure none of the hired stones had come loose during the ceremony. In a few moments, Lord Norfolk would escort Louise to the Irish State Coach for the return to Buckingham Palace and the last leg of her journey through this exhilarating day.

“Do you really think I did well?” Louise asked as Sybil straightened the gold-and-diamond Order of Victoria and Albert hanging from a white satin ribbon on Louise’s bodice.

“I could see from my seat the lords and MPs were quite in awe of you, weren’t they, Lady Ely?”

The older woman froze as if caught prying a diamond out of Mama’s crown.

“I couldn’t tell,” she mumbled, then returned to ordering the pages about.

“She’s difficult today,” Louise whispered to Sybil.

“She’s always difficult.” Sybil, the daughter of General Charles Grey, Her Majesty’s Private Secretary, had served as a maid of honor before her marriage to the Duke of St. Albans. She was one of the few young women Mama hadn’t deemed too indiscreet and dismissed before they’d learned their way around the palace. She was also the only young lady allowed to assist Louise when the occasion called for it, and she’d caught the wrong end of Lady Ely’s temper enough times to know the woman. “Don’t think of her, think of them.” She inclined her head toward the closed door and the mass of people waiting outside for Louise to reappear. “You were marvelous and they know it, and so will Her Majesty. After today’s success, who knows what she’ll allow you to do next?”

The door opened and Mr. Disraeli, the new Prime Minister, strode in, his lace cravat fluttering against his dark velvet coat lapels. His curled hair was pomaded smooth at the top and left wild along the sides, with a single curl artfully placed in the center of his forehead. He bowed, then straightened, and with a flourish produced a small red jewelry box from inside his coat pocket. “Your Royal Highness, you have enthralled everyone. Allow me to present you with a gift to commemorate your grand success.”

Louise opened the box to reveal a gold butterfly with small onyx eyes, the details along the body as exquisitely rendered as the fragile gold wings. They were so finely wrought, they appeared as if they might flutter. “It’s beautiful.”

“As is Your Royal Highness. Her Majesty will be very proud of you.”

Lady Ely snorted in disbelief and Louise snapped the box closed. How dare the woman try to humble her in front of these august men. She wouldn’t be so bold if it weren’t for Mama’s constant example. Louise wasn’t about to let it stand. Today was a triumph for the Crown because of her, and Sybil was right, everyone knew it. “Her Majesty wasn’t unable to open Parliament, Mr. Disraeli. She was unwilling.”

The sharp intake of breath from Lady Ely matched the wide-eyed shock of Baron Willoughby de Eresby and Lord Norfolk.

Mr. Disraeli threw back his head and laughed.

THE CROWD ALONG the route to Buckingham Palace roared with applause. Louise waved to them, the borrowed diamonds adorning her wrists flashing in the sunlight. Her arm ached from holding it up to wave but she refused to lower it. Unlike Mama, Louise wouldn’t deny the people the pageantry they’d spent hours queuing to see. “Isn’t this grand?”

“It’s marvelous.” Sybil waved to a little girl in braids who tossed a red rose at the carriage. “They love you.”

“I love them.” Louise threw a kiss to a group of gentlemen who clutched their hearts in a fake swoon. “I’d do this every day if I could.”

“Her Majesty isn’t likely to trust someone so impertinent with such an important task again.” Lady Ely sat stiff against the squabs, her mauve dress as unwilling to wrinkle as her forehead. With gray hair creeping in along her temples and marring the smooth black of her coiffure, she was losing her regal looks along with what remained of her humor. “You shouldn’t have been so indelicate in front of Mr. Disraeli, Lord Willoughby de Eresby, and Lord Norfolk.”

“I didn’t say anything they didn’t already know, not after the last two Parliaments when Mama complained to anyone who’d listen how awful it was for a poor, fragile widow to be forced into public. What nonsense. Mama is as fit as a Highland heifer.” Only her self-pity and ability to scold were more robust than her constitution. “If she listened to Bertie and simply drove through Hyde Park once in a while so her subjects could see her, she’d be a great deal better off. Instead, she carries on as if a ride were as strenuous as discovering the source of the Nile.”

“Impertinent chit,” Lady Ely mumbled.

Louise dropped her arm and pinned the woman with a glare cold enough to crack ice. “I am Her Royal Highness Princess Louise, and any opinions you have about my conduct or behavior will be kept to yourself. Do I make myself clear, Lady Ely?”

Lady Ely’s lips drew tight, but she said nothing, the arrogance of her position matched by her ingrained reverence for station. “Yes, Your Royal Highness.”

“WHAT WERE YOU thinking, saying such an ugly thing about me to the Earl Marshall, the Lord Great Chamberlain, and the Prime Minister?” Her Royal Majesty Queen Victoria demanded from across the large brass desk in the Bow Room of Buckingham Palace. She was swathed in her usual black, the color a marked contrast to the red-lacquered dispatch box before her and the yellow silk adorning the walls. Lenchen, Louise’s elder sister, her stout figure filling out what waist the dressmaker had managed to add to the mauve silk frock, stood at Mama’s elbow shaking her head in matronly disapproval. Through the open windows, the roar of the crowds outside the palace gates drifted in on the chill winter breeze.

Louise didn’t look at Lady Ely, who stood by the unlit fireplace beside Lady Churchill, another Lady of the Bedchamber. Smug satisfaction radiated off Lady Ely, and Louise clasped her hands in front of her and took a settling breath. She’d gain nothing by flying off the handle or boxing Lady Ely’s ears. “It was but one comment in a private room in the midst of a very public triumph.”

“It was an impertinent remark from a thoughtless girl. I never should have allowed my ministers to talk me into appointing you to open Parliament.” Mama leveled a thick, ring-clad finger at Louise. “You will write a note of apology to those gentlemen at once.”

“I will do no such thing. Mr. Disraeli praised my performance and gave me this to thank me for it.” She pointed to the butterfly pin on her bodice. Even with the curtains open there wasn’t enough sunlight falling on this part of the palace to make the gold shine. “The people loved me. Listen to them, they’re still cheering for me.”

“They are cheering for me.” Mama snatched a pen out of the silver stag inkstand, dipped the nib into the crystal inkwell, and resumed her never-ending correspondence, ready to return to work, but Louise refused to be dismissed.

“Then step out on the balcony and give your subjects what they’re begging to see.”

“I am not an animal in the Tower Menagerie to be stared at, but a queen who works tirelessly for her people. Lenchen, close the windows, the noise is straining my nerves.”

“Yes, Mama.” Lenchen slid the sashes down, dampening the last remaining excitement of Louise’s glorious day.

“You can’t shut them out forever and expect to remain Queen.”

“Do not tell me what I can and cannot do,” Mama snapped. “Since your official duties are complete, we will return to Windsor at once. Dr. Ellison and Dr. Jenner said I am too fragile to endure the noise and noxious fumes of Town, did they not, Lenchen?”

“They did, Mama.”

“May I remain in Town another day or two with Bertie and Alix at Marlborough House?” Louise was loath to leave the life of London for the mausoleum of Windsor. “I’d like to visit the South Kensington Museum and view the new sculptures from Paris.”

“Not after your behavior today. It is time you learned not to say every thought that flies into your head. Return to your rooms and prepare for our departure.”

“Yes, Mama.” Louise dropped a curtsey and backed out of the Bow Room, cursing her boldness. If she’d held her tongue, she might’ve been allowed to stay in London, but she hadn’t been willing to simply stand there and watch her great triumph be reduced to nothing.

“How was she?” Sybil asked when Louise joined her in the Principal Corridor, the dust on the tabletops and the dingy walls evident in the daylight. Mama detested coming to Buckingham Palace and quite neglected it.

“Mama refused to even acknowledge what I did for her today.” Louise twisted the string of pearls around one finger. “Papa wouldn’t have been so cruel.”

Sybil laid a comforting hand on Louise’s shoulder. “I know.”

Louise took her gloved fingers and squeezed them, appreciating her support. With Louise’s younger brother Leopold at Windsor with his tutor, Reverend Duckworth, no one else was here to offer it.

“Lady St. Albans, your carriage has arrived,” a footman announced, the black mourning band affixed to his sleeve breaking the bright line of his red-and-gold livery.

“I wish I could stay longer, but I must go. William and I are hosting a dinner tonight for the Liberal lords and everyone is eager to hear about today. I can’t wait to tell them how grand you were.”

“Was I?” With Mama’s rebuke ringing in her ears, it was difficult to believe.

“You were. Don’t allow anyone to make you think otherwise.”

“You’re too sweet. Now off with you. You have your husband and duties to attend to.”

Sybil followed the footman down the length of the Principal Corridor, stopping at the end to throw Louise an encouraging wave before disappearing down the Ministers’ Staircase. What Louise wouldn’t give to follow her, but she couldn’t. Mama’s command to prepare for the return to Windsor had been given, and if she didn’t obey, it’d mean another rebuke, or a stinger, as General Grey called the nasty little notes Mama sent on her black-edged writing paper. Everyone in the royal household had desk drawers full of them.

“Are you ready to change, Your Royal Highness?” Jane, the button-nosed dresser, asked when Louise entered her bedroom. She held a dark gray frock across her arms while a flurry of maids and footmen prepared Louise’s trunks for Paddington Station.

Louise curled her lip at the dull, limp dress, not ready to remove the beautiful white one and see it condemned to the wardrobe to rot beside the bridesmaid’s dress she’d worn for Bertie and Alix’s wedding six years ago. “No, fetch my drawing supplies.”

Louise had no idea where they were in the chaos, but she needed them and the serenity of sketching. She picked up a small statuette of her old dog, Flash, from the table beside her and turned it over in her hands, admiring how Mary Thornycroft, her sculpting tutor, had modeled his fluttering fur for the bronze casting. She wished she had her sculpting tools and clay to work until her arms ached and the tension inside her eased, but everything was at Windsor. Pencil and paper would have to suffice.

Jane returned with the well-worn green-and-black leather sketchbook and the silver gilt pencil box with Louise’s initials engraved on the front. The box had been a gift from Leopold for her seventeenth birthday. She thanked Jane, then left, hurrying down the corridor to the Ministers’ Staircase and the floors above. She was nearly to it when the door to Beatrice’s room opened and her youngest sister stepped out.

“Where are you off to?” Beatrice demanded, blocking her way.

“The art studio.” Louise tried to step around her soon-to-be eleven-year-old sister, but Beatrice slid in front of her, the wide skirt of her short dress swinging about her legs. Her thick blond hair, held back by a black ribbon, fell in waves over her shoulders.

“It’s so dusty and dirty up there.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust, the full-cheeked innocence Louise had sculpted for Mama four years ago beginning to fade. The years of isolation with Mama’s grief and constant coddling had soured the once-sweet girl. “What will Mama say if you ruin your gown?”

“She’ll be quite pleased, since she detests any color except black.” Louise pushed past Beatrice and climbed up to the light-filled studio on the top floor. Despite the years of neglect, the sharp scent of oil paints, turpentine, and linseed oil permeated the air. Louise took a deep breath, memories of afternoon lessons with her siblings and Papa washing over her. He used to work beside them when his schedule allowed, guiding their brushes or charcoal, always praising their efforts and never belittling them. He’d encouraged their interests, hiring a watercolor tutor for Lenchen and a sculpting master for Louise. There’d been so much possibility and life back then. It’d died with him.

She wiped away the tears stinging the corners of her eyes. There wasn’t time to cry if she wished to draw, and she must. If she didn’t settle herself, she’d go mad during the train ride to Windsor or pick a quarrel with Lenchen.

She dragged a stool to the large windows overlooking the city, sat down, and balanced the sketchbook on her lap as she’d done a hundred times during tedious public outings or in Mama’s dull Drawing Rooms. With quick flicks of her silver gilt pencil, she captured the smoke curling from the hundreds of chimneys, and the people, horses, and carts moving along the crowded streets. The faster she gave shape to the view, the more a sense of calm spread through her like the shadows creeping across the floor. In here, nothing mattered but the art, not Parliament, Mama, or even tomorrow.

She worked until faint lights began appearing in windows and Big Ben announced it was almost time to leave for Paddington Station. She closed the sketchbook, loath to abandon it. Today’s glitter and pomp were only a brief respite from endless days trailing behind Mama like a well-trained and often-kicked spaniel.

She touched the pearls. Papa, you wouldn’t have made me so irrelevant.

He’d have found a purpose for her, as he had for her elder sister Alice through her marriage to the Grand Duke of Hesse, or for her eldest sister, Vicky, the Crown Princess of Prussia. Louise had no desire to make a foreign marriage, and Papa wouldn’t have forced her into such a match, but he wouldn’t have left her to wallow in this muted existence either.

She removed the butterfly pin and traced the delicate gold wings with one lead-stained finger. The entire House of Lords and the Commons hadn’t thought her impertinent or thoughtless, but important and worthy of respect and attention. Sybil was right, today had happened and nothing could take it away from her, nor stop her from achieving it again. She would be more than a shadowy figure behind the monarch, but a woman of accomplishment with a life of her own, even if she had no idea how she might achieve it.





Chapter Two

I am sorry to see all the trouble and anxiety . . . which reminds me of Louise a little. She is in some things very clever—and certainly she has great taste and great talent for art which dear Lenchen has not, but she is very odd; dreadfully contradictory, very indiscreet and, from that, making mischief very frequently.

—QUEEN VICTORIA TO HER DAUGHTER THE CROWN PRINCESS OF PRUSSIA

Windsor Castle, February 1868

Mr. Rearden, the member from Athlone, intends bringing the subject before Parliament whether the government, out of consideration to her Majesty’s health, comfort, and tranquility, and in the interest of the Royal Family and her Majesty’s subjects throughout the empire, to advise her Majesty to abdicate in favor of his Royal Highness the Prince of Wales, or to introduce a bill for the purpose of establishing a Regency in the persons of their Royal Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales, in order to perform the duties incumbent upon the Sovereign during her Majesty’s absence from the metropolis during these last seven years,’” Lady Churchill read from the Morning Advertiser to Mama and her women sitting in Windsor Castle’s East Garden. Lady Churchill wore a black dress similar to Mama’s and Lady Ely’s, the rest of them attired in gray or mauve half mourning, giving the entire party the look of a murder of crows sitting on the lawn.

The tinkling water from the nearby lotus fountain became irritatingly loud in the silence greeting the article. Even Mama paused in her writing, and Lady Ely’s face grew more pinched than usual. Louise kept her head bent over her sketchbook, practically choking on an unspoken I told you so.

“Parliament would not dare remove me. It is merely a few rabble-rousers eager to torment a poor, helpless widow.” Mama rubbed the head of her black collie, Sharp. She was as in denial of the dangerous anti-monarch sentiments circulating among some MPs as she was of the bitter cold making everyone shiver. The Mexican revolutionaries had thought nothing of executing Emperor Maximilian last year, and with revolution brewing in France again, she was foolish to think it couldn’t happen here.

“Would His Royal Highness accept the throne under such circumstances?” Lady Caroline Lyttelton whispered to Louise from where she sat sketching beside her on the stone bench. The round-faced blond was near Louise’s nineteen years and had been a maid of honor for a mere six months before Lord Cavendish had proposed and she’d accepted. Mama had reluctantly accepted the coming end of Lady Lyttelton’s tenure, irked as always at someone choosing a life and future of their own over slavish devotion to her.

“If it stopped a revolution, Bertie would leap on it, and many would boost him onto it.” Louise laced her fingers together and jerked them up, mimicking a groom hoisting a rider into the saddle. Lady Lyttelton laughed, breaking the steady rhythm of Lady Churchill’s reading.

“Lady Lyttelton, as your service has not yet concluded, you will conduct yourself with appropriate decorum until your last day,” Mama scolded from behind the small writing desk set on the gravel path between the topiaries. Sharp dashed off after a bird on the lawn.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Lady Lyttelton exchanged a weary glance with Louise, and both returned to their drawings.

Mama would order the birds to stop singing if she could. At least Lady Lyttelton had wedding plans and a future to occupy her. Louise smudged out her envy along with a line on the paper, selecting a thicker pencil from the case and adding a touch of shading to the crenellated parapets and Gothic windows adorning Windsor Castle’s East Wing. Louise struggled through the deep cold to hold her pencil with her gloved fingers, refusing to abandon her drawing and endure the boredom making Lenchen nearly nod off where she stood behind Mama.

“Louise, assist Lenchen in preparing my letters,” Mama commanded. “It is clear you need more occupation and fewer idle moments.”

Louise closed her sketchbook and took the letters, envelopes, and sealing wax from a sallow-faced Lenchen.

“If you’d properly attended to your duties instead of constantly having to be asked, I’d be home with my children instead of here,” Lenchen hissed.

“If you insisted on remaining home instead of meekly doing everything you’re told, then you might be there.” Louise snatched the envelopes out of her sister’s hand while Lady Lyttelton continued sketching, pretending not to hear the royal tiff.

Lenchen returned to Mama in a huff, and Louise skimmed Mama’s missives to Alice and Vicky before sliding them into their envelopes. There was no missing the scant mention of Louise’s success before Parliament. One of the most important days of Louise’s life had barely merited a few words, while the smell and congestion of London consumed pages.

“I received a lovely letter from the Duke of Argyll about his son, Lord Lorne,” Mama announced as Louise struggled to heat the sealing wax over the candle Lenchen had set beside her. Mama abhorred warmth, convinced the bracing cold was best for her and everyone’s health. She’d force them all outside even on the coldest days, and only ever allowed meager fires to be lit inside, ones that failed to ease the pervasive chill. “The Marquess of Lorne has taken his seat as the Labor representative from Argyllshire in the Commons. A charming young man, don’t you think, Louise?”

“I don’t know him well enough to say.” Louise pressed the royal seal into the hot wax. “I’m sure he’s preferable to those old German pauper princes I met two years ago.”

“On that we can both agree,” Mama sniffed, indifferent to Lenchen’s gasp of indignation, the only sound she was brave enough to utter in her husband’s defense. Prince Christian of Schleswig-Holstein’s only recommendations as a spouse for Lenchen had been his lack of money and responsibilities, and his willingness to live in England so Lenchen could remain in Mama’s service. Louise would demand better when it came time for her to marry, and she intended to put that off for as long as possible, not ready to trade an imperious mother for a demanding husband.

“Lord Lorne is a great admirer of art,” Mama added. “If only you would further develop your talents with the brush instead of sculpture. It is such a masculine art and I am not sure entirely suitable for a princess. I am of a mind to end your lessons with Mrs. Thornycroft and reengage Mr. Corbould to hone your oil painting skills.”

Louise stilled the bronze seal above the wax, panic flooding her. Of all the mediums she’d mastered, none brought her the same joy and peace as sculpting. The movement of her hands and the full attention of her senses had eased the grief after Papa’s loss. Engrossed in her work, it’d felt as if he were watching her and if she turned she might catch him standing behind her. His presence had of course been an illusion, but not the statues or the work. They were real and belonged to her alone. Losing them would sever the frail connection to the world she’d known before he’d died, the one where she’d been valued and encouraged to believe her life might someday have more meaning and purpose than being Mama’s personal secretary. “Papa didn’t think sculpting too masculine for me and always encouraged it. His time with Mrs. Thornycroft’s father gave him the idea to employ Mrs. Thornycroft as my tutor, and allowed you to discover a delightful and talented sculptress.”

Mary’s statues and statuettes of horses, dogs, and Louise and her siblings and Papa filled every royal residence, but her position was no more guaranteed than any other royal servant’s. Walter Stirling was proof of that. It hadn’t mattered how much the young tutor had done to help and encourage Leopold, or how much Leopold had liked him. Walter had been dismissed once Mama had taken a dislike to him, and, much to her guilty shame, Louise had played no small part in that unfortunate situation.

“Sculpture was dear Papa’s favorite art form,” Mama mused. “He used to say he could sympathize with the sculptor in the fable who implored the gods to allow his work to descend from its platform.” Mama’s eyes began to glisten with tears. “Every time I look at Mrs. Thornycroft’s bust of him, I wish it too.”

Mama stifled a sob with the back of her hand and Lady Ely handed her a black-edged handkerchief. Louise assumed the same required sympathetic attitude as the others, but she could almost hear their silent exasperation. Louise missed Papa as much as anyone, but the last six years had softened her pain. Mama enjoyed grief too much to relinquish it.

Mama dabbed her eyes with the silk, and handed it to Lady Churchill. “You may continue your lessons because it is what Papa would have wished, but I will end them if you display more of the insolence of the Robing Room.”

“Yes, Mama.”

The little statuette is really admirably modelled, and I strongly advise you to continue taking lessons with Mrs. Thornycroft as you certainly have great talent in modelling, and may perhaps become some day an eminent sculptress.

—Prince of Wales to Princess Louise

“It’s a fine piece,” Mary Thornycroft praised Louise’s bust of Arthur, Louise’s younger brother. The Windsor Castle art studio was awash in late afternoon light that turned the gray clay a pale shade of goldenrod. With Mary’s help, Louise had narrowed the bridge of Arthur’s nose to make the image a truer likeness. “I’ll arrange to have it sent to London and sculpted in marble.”

“I wish I had the skill to do it properly, but I will once you teach me.”

“I’m afraid you’re reaching the limits of my instruction.” Mary slipped off the cotton apron covering her dark gray frock, observing half mourning in deference to Mama’s rules, the faint scent of her rosewater perfume filling the air.

“Impossible.” Louise rinsed the clay from her hands in a ceramic bowl, worried by Mary’s comment. “The daughter of a sculptor, the wife of a sculptor, an artist who exhibited at the Royal Academy when she was barely twenty-four years old must have more to teach me.”

“There are better sculptors than me who could instruct you.” Mary handed Louise a towel. “I must also consider my work. Her Majesty is a demanding patron.”

“And your children need you.” All five of them, and a husband whose sculpting career had not reached the heights of his wife’s but who encouraged her because she supported them. Louise rubbed her fingers dry, the day she’d long feared much too close. “This morning Mama threatened to end our lessons.”

“Perhaps Her Majesty has something better in mind for you.” Mary took Louise’s face in her hands, her long fingers rough and callused from years of working with stone and clay. She studied Louise with the same motherly affection Lady Sarah Lyttelton, the old governess, once had. Mary was everything Louise wished Mama could be but wasn’t. “After our last lesson, I spoke with Her Majesty about enrolling you at the National Art Training School.”

Louise jerked back. “You didn’t.”

“I did. I told her you’re as gifted as Prince Albert, and how Mr. Millais and Mr. Boehm and other eminent men at the school could turn you into a first-rate sculptress.”

“What did she say?” Louise twisted the towel between her hands in anticipation.

“She said she’d consider it.”

Louise tossed the towel on the table. “That means she hasn’t given it a thought since you mentioned it. She’s certainly said nothing to me.”

“Patience, Louise. You never know what image a stone will yield until you begin to work with it. This is no different.”

“Mama isn’t as malleable as marble.”

“She isn’t as hard as it either. Give it time. I believe Her Majesty will surprise you.”

Louise shoved her spatulas, sgraffiti, and styluses into the pockets of the leather tool roll. “You’re entirely too optimistic.”

“A necessary skill for an artist, one you must develop if you hope to succeed in this brutal business. There are far more defeats than rewards.”

“I’m not likely to have the chance to succeed. Mama would die of apoplexy if I dared to compete with professionals. Gift tables at family birthdays are the only places I’m allowed to exhibit.”

“That could change if we find a way to convince Her Majesty to enroll you. The school will be honored to teach a member of the royal family.”

Louise slowly spun the sculpting wheel, rotating Arthur’s bust. She’d sculpted him in his Army uniform instead of Grecian robes, a classical rendering not right for a nearly eighteen-year-old young man obsessed with the military. Arthur was at the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, pursuing his dream. Was it possible she might be able to pursue hers? “I don’t want them to think I’m a bored princess in need of something to do, but a true artist.”

Mary laid settling hands on Louise’s shoulders. “Once enrolled, you can prove you’re worthy of your place, but we must get you there first.”

* * *

The scrape and tap of spoons against the side of soup bowls filled the Oak Dining Room. Lady Churchill, Lady Ely, and General Grey joined them for dinner, the clearing of throats or commenting on the weather the only acceptable conversation.

For once, Louise welcomed the quiet. The prospect of school had eased the gloom of Mary’s departure, and not even assisting Mama with tedious government business had dampened it. She’d composed notes to ministers and foreign dignitaries while imagining attending classes and practicing new techniques. She’d dressed for dinner contemplating what she might learn from the professors and fellow students. They’d debate new movements, discuss their favorite masters and pieces, share new techniques, and perhaps even compete for places in the Royal Academy Exhibition.

Mama set down her spoon and the footmen sprang forward to whisk away the half-finished bowls of cock-a-leekie and replace them with plates of les filets de Soles à la Maréchale. Prince Christian softly grumbled at not being allowed to finish his soup. He sat across from his wife, both of them flanking Mama, who commanded the head of the table and fell on the next course with zest. He was thirty-seven, but Prince Christian’s receding hairline and constant ennui made him appear much older. Life in Schleswig-Holstein must have been terribly dull for him to have willingly exchanged the boredom there for a life of pointlessness here, and Lenchen allowed it because Mama wished it.

That won’t be my fate. Louise would find a way to convince Mama to send her to the National Art Training School.

“Arthur wrote to me,” Leopold said from where he sat across the table from Louise, breaking the oppressive clink of silverware against the china. He was almost fifteen years old, with a smooth face, and a body nearly slender enough for the breeze to blow away. Mama hadn’t allowed him to watch Louise from the Strangers’ Gallery, afraid he might overexert himself and bring on another bleeding spell. He’d barely recovered from the last one that’d left him bedridden for nearly two months and still weak in one knee. “He wants to move into the barracks instead of living with Major Elphinstone at Ranger’s House. It’d strengthen his camaraderie with his regiment.”

“Certainly not.” Mama handed a scrap to Sharp, who sat patiently beside her chair. “I will not have an innocent young man ruined by the Army’s foul influence. Bertie’s immorality in the barracks killed dear Papa. Imagine what Arthur’s fall might do to me. That my children act against the values dear Papa instilled in them by debasing themselves with such common urges and people is most vexing.”

“Leopold and Arthur are nothing like Bertie.” Louise exchanged an exasperated look with Leopold, tired of hearing about Bertie’s great downfall with the actress Nellie Clifden during his time with the Irish Guards, and his infecting Papa with the lethal typhoid. It wasn’t typhoid that’d killed Papa, but something sinister that’d festered in his stomach for years. Louise didn’t say so, as tired of that conversation as she was of black fabric, hushed voices, and the ever-present gloom. She also couldn’t help but wonder if Mama’s wailing about her children’s vices behind their backs extended to her.

“We will not discuss the temperaments and temptations of young men.” Mama motioned to Beatrice. “It is not an appropriate conversation for Baby.”

“I’m not a baby,” Beatrice complained, irritated at being denied more scintillating discussion than the weather. Mama kept the dinner conversation tepid, determined not to tempt Beatrice into wanting a husband, home, and children of her own someday instead of being Mama’s old-age companion, a role the Queen had already earmarked for her.

“I should like to visit Arthur and watch him train with his men,” Leopold pressed.

“The excitement would be too much for you, especially if they fire rifles or cannons. The explosions shatter my nerves whenever I hear them.”

“A few days won’t do any harm,” Louise lightly suggested, trying to ease the tension growing as thick as the cold. It only made the air frostier.

“A few days could do a great deal of damage,” Mama insisted. “He could have another bleeding attack or hurt himself on the training field. I won’t allow it.”

“What about what I want?” Leopold banged his fist on the table, making the plates rattle. Everyone stared wide-eyed at him, surprised at something interesting finally happening at dinner. “I need occupation, a purpose, a future.”

“You will have no future if you rile yourself up and make yourself sick. Return to your room at once and think on it.” Mama’s hard glare killed the discussion.

Leopold threw down his napkin, snatched up his gold-handled walking stick from its place on the back of his chair, and rose, the hard bang of the tip against the floor telegraphing his anger.

“Louise, you will not encourage Leopold to endanger himself or contradict me again. As the mother of nine, I know better than you what is best for my children.”

“Yes, Mama.” Silence settled over the table as the fish course was removed and les croquettes à la milanaise was set before them. While the others gobbled their food, Louise pushed hers around the plate. If Mama wouldn’t allow Leopold to spend a few days in Woolwich with Arthur, she wasn’t about to send Louise to South Kensington for weekly lessons. Mama held the purse strings and the permission.

Thankfully, Mama decided to retire early after dinner. The sigh of relief from the ladies-in-waiting and General Grey was almost audible above the crackle of the grudgingly lit fire in the drawing room. Once they were free, Louise wound her way through the hallways and passages to the smoking room in the distant reaches of Windsor Castle. The masculine room was free of Mama’s beloved knickknacks, and was one of the few places Louise could enjoy a clandestine cigarette.

The scent hanging in the air near the room tonight wasn’t Prince Christian’s cigars but the spicy aroma of Turkish tobacco.

“Bertie! I didn’t expect to see you.” Louise rushed into the room and threw her arms around her eldest brother. “Does Mama know you’re here?”

“She asked to see Alix, so I left my wife to her after paying my respects.” Bertie stepped out of her embrace, the cigarette perched between his thin lips trailing smoke over his dark blond head. He was thick in the middle and stocky, with a short beard along the line of his soft jaw. “Probably wants to lecture her about not enjoying life if she’s with child again. Heaven forbid the old bat let that go. My boy is fine.”

Mama still blamed Bertie and Alix for their first son’s premature birth, convinced it was their high living that’d brought Alix to bed at only seven months.

“Once an idea takes hold in Mama’s mind it’s difficult to dislodge, it’s why she insists she’s weak and sick and simply waiting to die.” Louise tucked a cigarette between her lips and accepted a light from her brother. She sighed at the first heady taste of the spicy smoke.

Bertie snapped the cigarette case shut and left it and the matches on the corner of the table for her. “You’d think a woman as resourceful as you could find a private corner in this mausoleum to exercise her lungs.”

“The footmen smoke near the stables and are kind enough to allow me to join them, but it’s too cold tonight.”

“Don’t let Lenchen discover your airings, or they’ll come to an end.”

“It’s not Lenchen you have to worry about but Beatrice,” Leopold warned as he strolled into the room, his light steps a contrast to their eldest brother’s heavy ones. “She’s far more scheming and overly indulged.”

Bertie tapped the ash from his cigarette into a crystal tray. “If someone had explained coitus interruptus to Papa years ago, we might have been spared that little devil.”

“Is that how you avoid complications with your mistress?” Louise dared.

“Really, you two!” Leopold’s pale cheeks flared bright red, the color deepening the dark circles beneath his eyes.

“Someday you’ll thank me for that bit of wisdom.” Bertie’s watch chain rubbed against the billiards table as he leaned over and cracked the cue ball with his stick, sending it sailing into the red striker ball.

“I thank you for the most ruinous conversation I’ve enjoyed in ages.” Leopold rubbed his hands together in delight. “I’m not the prude or innocent Mama believes.”

“Neither is our dear sister.” Bertie handed the cue stick to Leopold, encouraging him to take a turn. “She probably knows more than you do.”

“I doubt that.”

Bertie and Louise exchanged dubious looks, silently deciding not to shock their younger brother. When every kiss and stolen moment with Walter had been fraught with the danger of discovery, she’d turned to Bertie for advice. She’d been too afraid to write to Alice, the sister she was closest to, who lived in Hesse, and risk Mama seeing the correspondence. It’d fallen to Bertie to comfort her, and ease her guilt after Walter had been sacked. It’d been a foolish, girlish fling and the most wonderful summer of her life.

Leopold whiffed the cue ball, making it limp down the table.

Bertie chuckled. “Your playing has improved.”

“Hard to develop any athletic ability when Mama treats me like a china doll.” Leopold passed the cue stick to Louise, then dropped onto the brown leather sofa, settling the walking stick beside him, the motion pulling his trousers tight and revealing the bandaged knee beneath. “She’s stifling me.”

“You’ll find a way out of this nunnery. Both of you will.” Bertie looked at Louise, his mischievous blue eyes serious for once. “You aren’t like Lenchen or Beatrice. You have too much spirit to remain under her thumb.”

“I’m too sick to do it.” Leopold sighed. “But there’s nothing stopping Loosy from escaping.”

“Except Mama,” Louise said. “She clings to us tighter than Thames mud.”

“She’s surprisingly lenient with you.” Bertie chalked the end of his cue stick. “As if she has a soft spot for your headstrong impishness.”

“You’ve indulged in too many of these if you think so.” Louise inhaled her cigarette.

“He’s right, we’re always amazed at what you can get away with,” Leopold agreed. “After opening Parliament, I wouldn’t be surprised if you have another plan in mind, something she’d never allow any of us to do.”

“Marriage, perhaps?” Bertie arched one eyebrow at Louise.

“Heaven forbid.” As curious as she was to enjoy more of what she’d indulged in with Walter three years ago, she wasn’t ready for the altar yet. “You of all people know marriage doesn’t mean freedom.” Bertie and Alix had their own household at Marlborough House, where they held balls and parties Louise wasn’t allowed to attend, but their lives were still at the mercy of Mama’s temper and whims.

Leopold leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Then what is it, Loosy?”

She took a long inhale of her cigarette, debating whether or not to say anything, but if anyone could help her, it was them, and she’d need every ally she could cultivate if she hoped to succeed.

While Bertie and Leopold listened, Louise explained about the National Art Training School.

“A royal attending a public school has never been done,” Leopold observed.

Bertie leaned against the table. “A bit plebeian, going to the masses, when you could have any tutor you want summoned here.”

“To this mausoleum, where ideas wither for lack of life?” Louise crushed her cigarette in the crystal ashtray. “I want new techniques and energy, to make friends with people my age who understand art isn’t a hobby but something I must do or I’ll run mad.”

Bertie shrugged, returning to his game. “I don’t understand going about it that way, but I sympathize with needing to escape the old gal. I’ll do what I can to help.”

Louise selected another cigarette from his case. “I knew you would.”

“How will you convince her?” Leopold asked. “She was positively indignant about me visiting Arthur. She’ll balk at you going to London to sit with the riffraff.”

“I don’t know.” Louise lit the cigarette, then waved out the match. “How does one tell a queen, a woman ordained and anointed by God, what to do?”

“By convincing her it’s her idea,” Bertie suggested.

“I’m not that talented in flattering Mama.”

He leveled his cue stick at her, as serious tonight as when he’d advised her not to tell Leopold about her relationship with Walter. “Then find someone who is.”





Chapter Three

I have too much anxiety, too much worry and work, and I miss Lenchen terribly as I can’t speak à coeur ouvert to Louise (though she does her best) as she is not discreet, and is very apt to always take things in a different light to me.

—QUEEN VICTORIA TO HER DAUGHTER THE CROWN PRINCESS OF PRUSSIA

Windsor Castle, March 1868

Louise, Mama, and Lenchen worked quietly in Mama’s study. The cold breeze coming in through the open windows rustled the gold tassels on the red brocade curtains, giving the room the chill of the grave. Lenchen struggled through stiff fingers to grip the tiny brass key and unlock the red-lacquered dispatch box on Mama’s desk. It didn’t matter that they could see their breath, Mama refused to close the sash or light the fire, relishing the cold. How the wicks in the candles didn’t freeze, Louise didn’t know, but she thanked heaven for the many layers of clothes protecting her from Mama’s rabid need for bracing air.

They’d worked all morning on Mama’s correspondence and official papers, Louise diligently doing her duty in the hope of currying Mama’s favor. It’d been a week since her last lesson with Mary and there’d been no word about attending school and she hadn’t dared broach the subject, she couldn’t until she secured a few more allies and a touch more certainty about Mama’s opinion, but she must hurry. The spring term began in April.

“I wish to give Lady Lyttelton a wedding gift,” Mama announced, adjusting the spectacles perched on her nose. “A diamond broach, and a hundred pounds.”

“But she’s only been with you for six months,” Lenchen protested.

“She is a flighty young woman, but she has served me well. Also, Bill the groom’s mother is sick.”

“The drunkard groom?” Lenchen asked.

“He is not a drunkard. The whiskey is merely for medicinal purposes. I have instructed Dr. Jenner to visit his mother at my expense. Please see he has everything he needs to treat her.”

“Yes, Mama,” Lenchen answered before opening a letter. “Lady Stanley has invited us to a tea party at the Westminster Abbey Deanery. She wishes to introduce us to a number of eminent writers and artists, including Mr. Thomas Carlyle, the historian, and Mr. Edgar Boehm, the sculptor.”

Louise perked up. Mr. Boehm was one of the sculptors Mary had mentioned and whose work Louise had spent the last week studying. “How grand to meet such eminent men, and think what you can accomplish with a little effort and a great deal of reward. A ride in the royal carriage between Paddington Station and the Deanery of Westminster will silence Mr. Rearden about you not being seen in London,” Louise gently suggested. Mama had dismissed the failed abdication petition in the Commons, but others hadn’t. Vicky had dashed off urgent letters to Louise on the necessity of urging Mama to appear in public. It was like forcing a mule down a rocky path it did not wish to travel, but she must try. “Instead of a strenuous public appearance, it’s only a pleasant visit with an old friend.”

“I suppose it is,” Mama mused, pausing in writing her letter. “It has been too long since I enjoyed a chat with Lady Stanley. Why, at forty-one, she chose to leave my service and marry Dean Stanley, I will never understand. Lenchen, send our acceptance.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Thank heavens. Louise could write to Vicky that she’d successfully convinced Mama to appear in London. Then Vicky might stop pestering her about doing more to encourage her, as if Mama not going out were somehow her fault. One would think, with her husband’s country to help manage, Vicky wouldn’t have time to meddle in English affairs, but she did.

The clock on the mantel delicately chimed the hour. “Mama, it’s time for your weekly meeting with Mr. Disraeli.”

“Splendid.” Mama removed her spectacles and laid them on the blotter, then rose. Sharp jumped to his feet from his place on the rug, ready to follow her. “If it hadn’t taken Lord Darby so long to resign, I might have enjoyed Mr. Disraeli’s company a great deal sooner, but some people cling to their positions with no thought for those coming up from behind. Louise, escort Mr. Disraeli to dear Papa’s study.”

Mama’s inability to see she was doing the same to Bertie astounded Louise, but she held her tongue and left to fetch the new Prime Minister. She walked down the Grand Corridor, passing under the large skylight. The sunlight glinted off the gilded frames of the portraits and landscapes Papa had arranged on the walls, Louise and her siblings’ works displayed beside those of Van Dyck and Sir Edwin Landseer.

“Your Royal Highness.” Mr. Disraeli bowed when Louise entered the Crimson Room, with its red damask wallpaper and red curtains, and immediately noticed the butterfly pin affixed to her bodice. “It’s an honor to see my humble gift adorning your radiance.”

“I wear it every day as a reminder of your generosity and encouragement.” He’d believed her capable of more than servitude, having joined Mama’s ministers in convincing Mama to allow Louise to open Parliament. Hopefully, he’d come to her aid again.

He laid a hand over his heart, crushing his black velvet coat lapel. “I do everything I can to assist my friends in all matters.”

“Good, for I’m in need of your help.” She motioned him into a walk down the Grand Corridor, her heart racing with nervous trepidation. It was one thing to encourage Mama to do something she secretly wished to do. It was quite another to convince her to do something she was against. Mr. Disraeli understood the art of gentle persuasion better than most courtiers, and if anyone could convince Mama an idea was hers, it was him. “As you know, I am a sculptress.”

“I’ve seen the pieces you’ve done for your family. They are impressive.”

“They’d be more so if I could pursue additional studies at the National Art Training School.” With each step they were growing painfully close to Papa’s study. There was no time to beat about the bush.

He nodded sagely, his true thoughts, whatever they were, skillfully disguised. “A Royal Highness attending a public school is a unique, almost revolutionary idea.”

“I was born in a revolutionary year.”

“Perhaps this will be another.”

“It will be if Mr. Rearden and his ilk have their way. My enrollment will demonstrate Her Majesty’s high regard for her subjects and their institutions and disprove Mr. Rearden’s accusations that she has scant regard for those she rules.”

They stopped outside the closed door to Papa’s study and Mr. Disraeli turned to her, considering the idea with all the seriousness he’d displayed while listening to her in the House of Lords. “A brilliant idea, Your Royal Highness, and at a time when we must safeguard Her Majesty’s position. Rest assured, I will do everything I can to support you in this endeavor.”

“I’ll be forever grateful for your assistance.” She led him from the bright light of the Grand Corridor to the somber shadows of what had once been Papa’s study. A large marble mantel topped with a massive looking glass dominated the room, as did Mary’s white bust of Papa resting on a pedestal between the door and the unlit fireplace. Louise rang the bell to announce their presence and Mama entered, her black dress swathing her full form, the lace of her white widow’s cap fluttering slightly about her temples with her steady gait.

Lenchen walked the required few steps behind Mama and remained at her left hand, stopping when Mama did in the center of the room beside Papa’s bust.

“Lenchen, leave us.” Mama rested one hand on the pedestal to remind Mr. Disraeli of who still held the reins of power. “Louise, you will stay.”

Lenchen scowled at Louise as she left. She’d never been granted the privilege of attending a weekly meeting with the Prime Minister. Far from being honored, Louise felt her stomach tighten as she stood beneath Mr. Winterhalter’s portrait of Vicky in her wedding dress. Mama probably had some penance in mind for Louise for her remark in the Robing Room.

“Your Majesty. I am your humble servant.” Mr. Disraeli dropped to one knee, amazingly lithe for a sixty-three-year-old man. He clasped Mama’s outstretched right hand, making her large rings clink together. “I hope to be as successful as you, especially in influencing the lives of your subjects. Your Leaves from the Journal of Our Life in the Highlands touched the heart of your people in a way that I, as a fellow author, can only dream of doing.”

Mama’s regal haughtiness faded into pleased flattery while Louise struggled not to roll her eyes. The family had been horrified when her Highland servant, Mr. John Brown, had convinced her to publish that ridiculous book about Scotland. Since then, they’d endured many nights of Lenchen reading aloud the glowing reviews, Mama’s subjects gobbling up the tome with as much enthusiasm as Mama did her pudding.

“Her Royal Highness must have inherited her artistic talent from Your Majesty, who is as accomplished an artist as she is an author.” He rose, motioning to Mama’s oil painting of Balmoral on the far wall.

Mr. Disraeli’s flattery lit Mama up like a Roman candle. “My dear Albert and I were both accomplished artists. Had we not been royalty, we would have excelled in one medium or another.”

“Her Royal Highness, if given the opportunity, could excel in a manner to make Prince Albert proud, especially in a more public setting, a school perhaps where the talent first nurtured by the Prince Consort might truly shine and serve as an inspiration to others, especially naysayers in the Commons who think you have no care for your subjects or their institutions.”

Mama glanced at Papa’s bust. “Mrs. Thornycroft suggested enrolling Louise in the National Art Training School.”

“An excellent choice of schools, Your Majesty, one I never would have considered, but I do not possess your superior insight into the matter. Her Royal Highness carrying on Prince Albert’s dedication to the arts by honoring the very school he founded is perfect. His belief that art should lift up the common man and help improve his life was forward-thinking. Her Royal Highness could demonstrate to all the superiority of Prince Albert’s beliefs while encouraging future artists through royal example.”

Mama said nothing, studying Papa’s marble face for some direction on what to think. Left without an answer, she did what she always did when something made her uncomfortable. She ignored it. “Mr. Disraeli, shall we proceed with affairs of state?”

“It would be a pleasure.” Mr. Disraeli slid Louise an assured smile before resuming his flattery of Mama. He acted as if the matter had been settled, although it hadn’t, it’d merely been presented, but Louise had caught the flash of pride in Mama’s eyes when Mr. Disraeli had cleverly suggested the choice of schools was hers. He’d set the wheels in motion. Whether or not they continued to roll or fell off the cart remained to be seen.

Drove with Louise . . . to the Deanery at Westminster, where Augusta and the Dean met us . . . Went into the Deanery for tea, where, as last year, were assembled some celebrities . . .

—Queen Victoria’s Journal

THE LUSH GRASS of the Westminster Abbey Deanery garden was crowded with Reverend Arthur Stanley’s eclectic mix of guests. The lichen-pocked arches of the cloisters surrounded them, the walls dark from weathering and the choking London
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