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  INTRODUCTION


  For much of the final decade of the twentieth century, one story regularly dominated the news across much of the developed world. It was the unravelling of the marriage between Charles, Prince of Wales, heir to the British throne, and his beautiful, charismatic princess, Diana. This real-life drama had all the ingredients of a blockbuster: money, sex and monarchy. Month after month, the public was privy to the betrayals and infidelities, to snippets of life behind Palace doors, even to snatches of intimate, late-night telephone conversations between lovers; it was better than the best fiction and it gripped the millions who followed its every excruciating twist and turn in the pages of the tabloid press.


  In the midst of it all was a woman in her forties: Camilla Parker Bowles, the Prince’s long-term mistress, the married woman whom Diana squarely blamed for the failure of her marriage to Charles and for fifteen years of unhappiness. She claimed her husband had been obsessed by Camilla, that he had slept with her the night before their wedding, that they’d connived together to continue their affair behind her back. She called Camilla ‘the enemy’ and ‘the Rottweiler’ and it was she to whom Diana was referring when she famously said in a lengthy interview on British television, ‘There were three of us in this marriage, so it was a bit crowded.’ That was the ultimate salvo in what was known as ‘The War of the Waleses’. Diana’s mother-in-law, the Queen, finally intervened. She called time and insisted the couple seek an early divorce.


  Yet whatever she might have said – and believed – Diana’s claims were false. Camilla was not the sole reason the royal marriage fell apart, and she and Charles certainly did not sleep together the night before his wedding; there were many other factors that explain what went wrong. However, there is no denying that the Prince did always love Camilla – in the way, perhaps, that we all carry a torch for our first love – and when the marriage had irretrievably broken down, he did turn to her for solace. By this time Diana had lovers of her own, but she still obsessed over his reunion with Camilla.


  Today, Camilla is known in England and Wales as the Duchess of Cornwall, and in Scotland as the Duchess of Rothesay. She is what the Prince refers to as ‘My darling wife’, and when he’s with her, you can see why. Everything about him, from the grin on his face to the relaxed body language, tells you that he adores her, depends upon her – she is a strong woman, far stronger than he – and that with her in his life he feels complete, I suspect for the first time. They are a compelling and well-matched couple, fired by the same ideals, tickled by the same sense of the absurd. They are friends, companions and soulmates, and in the fullness of time, by whatever name, she will be by his side to support him when he becomes king.


  How Camilla came to play such a pivotal role in British history is an extraordinary story of human frailty, of love, loss and great sadness. There was no simple happy ever after. A heavy price was paid for her happiness with Charles and even now it is compromised by forces beyond their control. Like all stories, over the years the facts have been distorted – either by prejudice or ignorance – and I think can bear retelling. As a writer I’ve been close to the protagonists for over thirty-five years, but this is the first time I have focused on Camilla. For more than a year I have followed her on her official engagements in Britain and abroad. I have watched her work, observed the impact she has on the people she meets and listened to her chatting to them; and I’ve chatted to her myself many a time, although I’ve not interviewed her. I’ve also spoken to friends, family and the people who work with her – all of them very special people who have been with her for years. She is utterly charming to everyone, whatever their age, ethnicity, sexual orientation or importance, and invariably has a confidential little aside for them all, making each one of them feel they are special. If she’s being taken past the receptionist behind a desk who she’s not been introduced to, or a cleaning woman, or a kitchen porter, she will stop to say hello. She chats to all the familiar reporters and photographers who follow her, always allows them to get the shot they want, and is happy to pull a face, or to be photographed eating a tricky canapé. This is by no means how every member of the Royal Family behaves. Camilla has such a twinkle in her eye that you feel the world is a better place after a couple of moments in her company. The last member of the Royal Family who had such a compelling effect on the people she met was the Queen Mother.


  The Prince of Wales adored the Queen Mother too: he was closer to his beloved grandmother during her lifetime than any other member of his family. And there are some people who think Camilla is rather like her.


  In my view, when history comes to judge her, Camilla will not be seen as the woman who nearly brought down the House of Windsor. I think she will be recognised as the woman who shored it up.


  The Queen has been loved and admired as a monarch for more than six decades, but in these turbulent times, there are no guarantees for the future. After the death of the Princess of Wales in 1997, Charles was destroyed, his popularity through the floor. Camilla made considerable sacrifices to rehabilitate him, and to support and bolster him – and when they finally married she was sensitive as a stepmother. His sons and heirs, William and Harry, could have badly lost their way. There was no certainty they would turn into such well-grounded, responsible, likeable young men, or that they would embrace their unenviable destiny. She could have driven a wedge between father and sons. Instead she was the glue that has kept them together. Those were dark and dangerous times for the institution and for the family, but they have come through them, and so long as Britain continues to want a monarchy, its future will be in safe hands.


  Camilla will never be universally loved because of the early scandal. Some people find adultery unacceptable in any circumstances, while others are so loyal to Diana’s memory that they will not entertain the possibility that she had any of the frailties that make us human. But fortunately most people are more forgiving and more open-minded. Camilla came into Charles’s broken marriage and gave him something to live for when he was in despair. It obviously wasn’t an ideal scenario, but the Prince wasn’t the first person to have made a mistake in marrying the wrong woman, and he won’t be the last. He tried hard to make the Princess happy, to make their marriage work – harder, I suspect, than many people in the same situation would do – but he failed and he will live with that sense of failure for the rest of his life. Yet, for the most part, the media and the public were unforgiving.


  Camilla is warm, she’s funny, she’s friendly, and she’s fun to be with. When things go pear-shaped, she doesn’t panic or allow others to panic around her. Her first instinct is to laugh, and that has been her saving grace throughout all the years of heartache. She’s also a terrible giggler. When you see that twinkle in her deep blue eyes, you know she’ll be up for anything. Equally, she’s the sort of woman whom you know has real depth underneath the froth and the laughter, and if you were in a jam you would want her with you because you know she would calmly cope.


  She has compassion too, but she can be tough – some would say ruthless – when needs be. She is nobody’s fool and won’t be pushed around by anyone. That said, she is not ambitious, she’s not moody or temperamental – although the eyes can flash and she can get cross – and she’s finely attuned to other people and their needs, in a way that her husband is not. And perhaps most endearing of all is that her family is paramount. She put them through hell because of her relationship with the Prince and now she’s making amends.


  Her sister, Annabel, eighteen months younger, is very different in character but probably her closest friend and confidante. They did everything together as children and although they have different friends, they speak on the phone three times a week as they always have done; they still holiday together and still see one another regularly. Likewise, her two children, Tom and Laura, who are both married with small children of their own, are all very close and very protective of one another. Camilla is particularly close to her daughter, Laura – and Laura is the only person she’s afraid of. She utterly dotes on her five grandchildren and sets aside most weekends for them, as well as taking regular holidays in Devon and Scotland. She has kept the house in the country that she had before she married the Prince and goes there as often as she can, and she is joined there by her family. She cooks, she gardens, she reads, she relaxes, preferring the normality of her old home to the formality of the Prince’s house half an hour away. Often the Prince quietly joins her. Normality is not something he has had much experience of in his life.


  Spend two minutes with Camilla in the flesh and you will understand what Charles sees in her. But why he walked away from Diana and into her arms, why he risked everything, even the institution of monarchy, to have her in his life, is more complex.


  The stammering George VI was unprepared and ill-equipped to be king when he was thrust into the role by his brother’s abdication in 1936. By good fortune he had a strong wife, Charles’s grandmother, Queen Elizabeth. Without her, Bertie, as he was known, could never have done the job. As it was, he died at the age of fifty-six, and she would claim it was the stress of the job that killed him. He was a good and popular king and left the monarchy in a healthy condition for his daughter, who was just twenty-five when he died. Intellectually, Charles will be the best prepared heir who has ever ascended the throne – he is cultured, well-informed, well-travelled, well-read, and he knows more about how people live and work in Britain than most politicians. He has spent the last forty years heavily involved in everything from architecture and inner city deprivation to interfaith dialogue, the rural economy and conservation. He’s not afraid to put his head above the parapet if he thinks he can be of use. But emotionally he is less robust. She will give him the strength and the confidence to do the job.


  She has already transformed him, as everyone can plainly see. Before she came into his life in the dying days of his marriage, he was lonely, depressed and angst-ridden, under-appreciated for his tireless charity work, and widely despised for his infidelity. Today he is happy, laughing and fulfilled. That makes him a better prince, a better father and a much more productive and popular figure. And when the time comes, it will make him a confident, capable and I believe much-loved king. Without her, there might have been a very different outcome.


  But more than that. To the surprise of everyone who knew her before she married the Prince of Wales, Camilla has turned into a formidable worker and a very serious advocate for women, unafraid to put her name to issues like rape, sexual violence and domestic abuse. She is also tackling the widespread problem of illiteracy and encouraging people of all ages to read and enjoy books – something she herself has done since childhood. The advantage of coming to the role later in life is that she has nothing to prove. She is a grandmother, she has been around the block, she is not jostling to make her mark in the world, to look thirty years younger, or to steal the limelight, so nobody feels threatened or intimidated by her. She is happy to be herself, and if she can make a difference here and there to people’s lives, so much the better. Her calmness, warmth, good humour and approachability – and her ability to be very tough when the occasion demands – are everything the nation could want in the uncertain years that will follow the death of such a popular and long-reigning Queen.


  1


  The Problem
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  Thick early morning fog had slowly lifted and given way to a sunny but cold autumn morning in the English county of Dorset. The countryside was looking glorious, at its green and pleasant best, as I headed for the experimental new town of Poundbury; the leaves on the trees were the colour of rich orange marmalade. It was the perfect day to witness a rare event. The Queen, the Duke of Edinburgh, the Prince of Wales and the Duchess of Cornwall were to visit the town where Charles has implemented all his unorthodox ideas about urban planning. It’s not often that you see the four senior members of the British Royal Family on a public engagement together – and it’s almost unprecedented for the Prince’s parents to visit and thereby tacitly endorse one of his achievements.


  Poundbury is undeniably an extraordinary achievement, one which has been in the making for nearly a quarter of a century. Charles was hoping to impress his parents, but after a lifetime of disappointment in that hope, he was not holding his breath. The Prince of Wales has been trying to win his parents’ approval his entire life, but he is not the son his father wanted – he is way too sensitive – and he has never felt he was good enough, never felt he came up to their expectations, never felt truly loved or appreciated. The Queen has many wonderful qualities and as a sovereign she has been peerless, but she is not emotionally demonstrative – and the Duke, for all his talents, is a bully. Charles grew up with everything he could want materially, but very few of his emotional needs were satisfied, and no amount of wealth and privilege can make up for the damage of that early emotional deprivation. The only person who made him feel good about himself, until Camilla came along, was his grandmother, the Queen Mother, who died in 2002 at the age of 101. And he was here today to officially open the central square that he has named after her.


  Charles has put heart and soul into Poundbury. He has gone against accepted wisdom and practice, and for all the years of contempt and ridicule he has been proved right. The buildings in Queen Mother Square are designed for mixed use, all neoclassical in design – one bears a striking resemblance to Buckingham Palace – and most are named after the Queen Mother’s favourite racehorses. After a tour of some of the buildings, and some speeches, the Queen was to unveil a bronze statue of her mother that stands imposingly, three metres high, in the centre of the square.


  I parked my car in a field, the designated car park for the day, and made my way on foot through long wet grass and stinging nettles to the centre of Poundbury, a five-minute walk away. I was two hours early but the square was already full of police and well-wishers, hundreds of them, a crowd that would swell to thousands. Since it was half-term, excitable children had joined parents and grandparents, all of them wrapped up against the cold. When the royal convoy finally arrived, the spectators were standing six deep and more behind crowd barriers, waving flags and taking photos on their mobile phones. This was a day that they would remember for many years to come. The family is not normally seen together other than at weddings and funerals, at Christmas and Easter, when they all go to church, or on ceremonial occasions, like Remembrance Day and Trooping the Colour on the Queen’s official birthday. With the Queen and the Duke now both in their nineties, there are no guarantees that these four will share an event again.


  The centre had been cordoned off and security was tight – sniffer dogs would have been round earlier and there were no doubt snipers on the roofs – but everyone was good-natured and jovial. They usually are when royalty comes to the countryside. The Royal Family is in the feel-good business; it is important that security is never too heavy-handed.


  The town feels like no other I have ever visited. I was last there in 2004, when I was given a guided tour by the development manager; it has more than doubled in size since then and still has two more phases to go. It is not to everyone’s taste, but I have to confess I was impressed. Charles set out to challenge the reliance on cars that had dictated most urban planning of recent decades, where shops were mostly built in one out-of-town zone, industry in another, and residential in yet another. This has meant the car is not an option for most people but a necessity. Poundbury also set out to challenge the belief that if you put rich and poor alongside one another, it automatically depresses house prices.


  Here humans triumph over cars. As I discovered on my first visit, you can’t drive at much more than a crawl if there is no knowing who has priority. And it is one big social mix, so there are no rich enclaves and no poor ghettos. Thirty-five per cent of the housing is social, but you would scarcely know from looking at it – so tenants tend to take pride in their homes and look after them. And residential buildings are mixed up with businesses, factories, shops, pubs, restaurants, schools and leisure facilities – in the way that communities that grew organically once were – so that no one needs to get into their car to go about their daily life. Cars are banished to courtyards behind the houses and pedestrians take precedence in the streets; it’s safe for children to walk on their own to school or play outside their front doors, and employment is on the doorstep. It’s a town where there are fountains, flowers, trees, grass and water features, but no street furniture or road markings, no visible satellite dishes and no telephone wires. The buildings are unashamedly traditional, with chimneys for open fires and tasteful front doors; they’re a hotchpotch of different designs and sizes, some detached, some terraced, with space and walkways between them, with everything on a human scale.


  What I found most remarkable about Poundbury, though, was the vision of the man – and the bravery. He swam against a torrent of opposition to put his ideas into practice. They were deeply controversial ideas and the whole massive project could have gone catastrophically wrong. The social housing experiment might not have worked, the factories might have created problems, or they could have had a jobsworth of a planning officer who insisted on bollards, road markings and standard street lighting. But they didn’t. His critics have mocked it – they’ve called it ‘toy-town’, a ‘retro-kitsch fantasia’. Taxi drivers call it ‘Charlesville’. But for all the sniping, it’s now a thriving community of three thousand people, over two thousand of them in work. Crime is low, accidents are few and house prices are buoyant. What’s more, it’s had a major impact on urban planning, and not just in the UK. Council engineers, traffic experts, highways officials, architects, developers and planners arrive by the coachload from all over the world to look and learn from the experiment.


  Charles has been an outspoken critic of modern architecture since the early 1980s, famously calling one high-profile project – the proposed extension to the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square – ‘a kind of vast municipal fire station … like a monstrous carbuncle on the face of a much-loved and elegant friend’. That design was scrapped and over the years, contracts on other major projects have also been cancelled after his intervention. He has divided opinion as a result, both amongst architects and the public. He’s been accused of abusing his position – a common refrain about the Prince of Wales – of being unconstitutional, a cranky elitist, and for setting himself up as an authority on a subject he knows nothing about. So when in 1987 Dorchester District Council first talked about requisitioning 400 acres of open farmland belonging to the Duchy of Cornwall, owned by the Prince, for an extension to the town, it was an opportunity for him to put his money where his mouth was.


  The Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh visited the project eighteen years ago, five years into phase one. They were there for twenty minutes, without the Prince, and offered him no opinion, either good or bad, after the visit. But it was early days, with only 500 people living there; maybe this was too early for them to offer an opinion. This time around, they surely would. Whatever their views on the style of architecture, you would think they must be fiercely proud of Poundbury and all of the Prince of Wales’s achievements.


  This time his parents spent longer in Poundbury; they were there for seventy minutes. The family group had travelled from London on the royal train to Dorchester, where they were met by the Lord Lieutenant in all his finery, and by cheering crowds. They then travelled in a convoy the few miles to Poundbury, the Queen and Duke in her specially adapted Bentley which carries on its roof her crest and the Royal Standard, the Prince and Duchess following in a Rolls Royce. All four got out of their respective cars and were into a civic line-up before a tour of the main buildings. First was a branch of Waitrose, the upmarket supermarket chain that sells the Prince’s organic produce under the Duchy label, where they were each presented with hampers, then on to a reception in the Jubilee Hall, then to the Royal Pavilion to meet the architects and hear Charles explain the development. Next, a fleeting look at The Duchess of Cornwall, the pub that he has named in his wife’s honour, and onto the dais for the formal bit and the unveiling. Andrew Hamilton, the development director, spoke first, praising the Prince’s vision in challenging the accepted orthodoxy of planning and development in the UK.


  Then the Prince spoke, his voice unusually croaky. He had a bad cold but it may also have been nerves. He is never easy around his parents: ‘It is a great honour Your Majesty is able to be with us today,’ he began before listing all those to whom he was indebted for helping him turn his dream into a reality. Then he invited his mother to unveil the statue in memory of his ‘darling Grandmother’ and to declare her Square open.


  If either of his parents were proud, it wasn’t immediately obvious. For most of the ceremony there was not a hint of a smile, not an admiring look; they might have been sitting with strangers. Only when the cloth cover was successfully off the statue did the group show any animation or chat to one another, but it was brief. Then, after greeting a handful of the people who had waited so patiently for this moment, the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh prepared to leave. As he got into the car, the Duke put his hands together a couple of times by way of a congratulatory clap to his son and said, ‘Well done.’ It was as rare as it was unexpected. His only other remark was that there was no echo in one of the rooms they’d been in. His mother smiled but offered nothing.


  And so it has been throughout his childhood and his adult life. If he has a successful foreign tour, visits Tottenham after the riots, or offers comfort at a disaster scene, he hears nothing; if he makes a good speech, or launches an interesting initiative, there is silence. The last time the Queen and Duke showed any public interest in anything he has done was in 2012. During the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee tour of the country, the Prince’s office had an unexpected call from Buckingham Palace to say that she and the Duke would like to visit the north country town of Burnley, once the world centre of the cotton industry, where six of the Prince’s charities have worked hard to revitalise the town. They wondered whether the Prince might join them. When Charles was told he thought there must be some mistake. ‘The Queen wants to visit my project in Burnley? That can’t be right.’


  The person who has given Charles the courage and the encouragement to do half of the things he has done in the last few decades is Camilla, and whether she will be called Queen or Princess Consort is immaterial. What matters is that, finally, he feels loved and supported by someone close.


  2


  Debs’ Delight
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  The Prince of Wales first met and fell in love with Camilla Shand in the summer of 1971. They were introduced by a mutual friend, the glamorous Chilean historian Lucia Santa Cruz. Lucia and Charles had met in 1968 shortly after he began as an undergraduate at Trinity College, Cambridge. Lucia was not a student; she already had a degree from Oxford and was a few years older than Charles. She was working as a research assistant to Lord Butler, the distinguished former Conservative minister who was then Master of Trinity, and was writing his memoirs, The Art of the Possible. Rab and Mollie Butler were good friends of Lucia’s parents, the Chilean ambassador and his wife, and they invited her to dinner at the Master’s lodge to meet the Prince, thinking they might enjoy one another’s company. They did; they became lifelong friends – but never in a romantic way. Lucia has repeatedly been credited with being the Prince’s first lover but this could not be further from the truth. She already had a serious boyfriend, the man who is now her husband, Juan Luis Ossa Bulnes, and they have children and grandchildren together in Chile. Charles is their eldest son’s godfather.


  Lucia’s parents went back to Chile in November 1970, after Salvador Allende became president, bringing in a Marxist government and bringing an end to her father’s time at the embassy. It was a difficult period for her but because of the political uncertainty, she stayed on in London to fend for herself, living at Stack House, a block of flats in Ebury Street, Belgravia. She was on the first floor and her neighbour in the flat below was Camilla Shand, then sharing with her friend the Hon. Virginia Carington, whose father was the Conservative politician Lord Carrington.


  Lucia and Camilla already knew one another socially – they moved in the same circles – but as neighbours they became good friends and Camilla took Lucia under her wing. They were in and out of each other’s flats every day, borrowing clothes, going to the same parties and dances – and at weekends Camilla would take Lucia down to her parents’ house in the East Sussex countryside. Lucia spent that first Christmas with the family and woke up on Christmas Day, as all the young did, to a pillowcase full of presents at the end of her bed, delivered by Father Christmas. And downstairs there were more presents. Every time she went, she was made to feel at home; they were always welcoming and generous to friends, and with her own parents so far away it meant a lot. One of her most treasured memories was asking Camilla’s father, Bruce, about the Second World War, whereupon he described to her some of the experiences that led to his capture by the Germans. He went on to write a book about it, Previous Engagements, published in 1990, but at the time his family had never heard him speak about it.


  Camilla was dating Andrew Parker Bowles, and Lucia inevitably knew all about him. They had first met in March 1965 at her ‘coming out’ party as a debutante – a cocktail party for 150 people given by her mother at Searcy’s, a smart venue behind Harrods in Knightsbridge. He was twenty-five and a rather beautiful officer in the Household Cavalry; she was seventeen but remarkably self-assured. She was good company, well read and intelligent – but neither university nor serious work had ever been in her game plan. She wanted nothing more than to be an upper-class country wife with children and horses and an enjoyable social life.


  Being a debutante is a custom long gone – some would say mercifully – but the upper classes once used to launch their seventeen-year-old daughters into society in the hope of finding them an eligible husband. For the season, a year, they partied seamlessly night after night, weekend after weekend. Each party was a concentration of privilege and titles, all chronicled in two glossy magazines, Tatler and Queen. The highlight, and the glitziest of the lot, was Queen Charlotte’s Ball, a huge charity event held at the Grosvenor House Hotel on Park Lane, a confetti of conspicuous wealth. And if nothing else, that season ensured these young women would have connections and invitations for life. The men were known as ‘debs’ delights’ and while the girls could only do one season, the boys – so long as they were bachelors – could carry on reaping the benefits of other people’s hospitality year after year. All they needed to ensure the invitations kept coming was access to the right kit – namely a white tie – and an ability to charm the mothers.


  The whole thing dated back to 1780 when King George III held a ball in honour of his wife, Queen Charlotte, to celebrate her birthday and to raise money for the maternity hospital which bears her name; the centrepiece was a large cake. It became an annual event at which several hundred nubile girls were formally presented at court – and it was held at Buckingham Palace until 1958, when the Duke of Edinburgh pointed out that the whole thing was ‘bloody daft’ and his sister-in-law, Princess Margaret, said that ‘every tart in London was getting in’. By the time Camilla came out, Queen Charlotte’s Ball was held at the Grosvenor House, and the ‘Queen’ to which the girls were presented was nothing more regal than a giant cake.


  Andrew was a debs’ delight par excellence. One of his partners in crime was Nic Paravicini, a fellow officer and polo-playing friend who later became his brother-in-law and business partner, being married to Andrew’s sister, Mary Ann. The couple subsequently divorced, but Andrew and Nic remain good friends. Footloose and fancy-free in those early days, and based with their regiment at Knightsbridge Barracks, they were geographically at the centre of all the action, and were two of a kind. Andrew was charming, smooth talking and debonair, and thanks to his Army training and riding he was slim and fit in every sense of the word. All the women were after him, some of them married – and he knew it, and reaped the benefits. He was one of the most attractive young men on the deb circuit, and a good catch too: he has noble blood coursing through him and connections with royalty going back generations. His parents, particularly his father, Derek, were close friends of the Queen Mother and in 1953, at the age of thirteen, he was a page boy at Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation. Camilla may have had a boyfriend at the time of her coming out party – she was hugely popular with boys from an early age – but she noticed Andrew that night, and he her.


  Soon afterwards he disappeared to the other side of the world to be aide-de-camp to the Governor-General of New Zealand, Sir Bernard Fergusson. They didn’t meet again until 1966, at a dance in Scotland, shortly after his return. She was looking very pretty, as usual, and the centre of attention, as usual, so he went over to her and simply said, ‘Let’s dance.’ They danced, and she fell in love. It was the beginning of a long and torturous romance – torturous because she became a puppet on a string. He was hugely fond of her, and she was nominally his girlfriend – she spent innumerable weekends with him at his parents’ house near Newbury with all his siblings and their friends, but he couldn’t resist other women, and what was particularly hurtful was that many of them were her friends.


  Occasionally she retaliated. One night she spotted Andrew’s car parked outside the flat of one of her best friends, so she wrote a rude message in lipstick on the windscreen and let all the air out of his tyres. But curiously, for such a strong, confident and intelligent woman, she put up with his behaviour – possibly because as well as being strong and confident, she has also always been determined and stubborn, and once she had made her mind up that she wanted to marry Andrew, nothing was going to stop her.


  Lucia decided her friend needed to meet the Prince of Wales, who had no satisfactory girlfriend, and so she contrived to introduce them to one another. It happened on an evening in 1971 when Lucia and the Prince had arranged to go out together; she told him to come early, she had ‘just the girl’ for him and described Camilla as having ‘enormous sympathy, warmth and natural character’. Charles had recently been in Japan and had brought a present for Lucia, a little box, and knowing he was to meet her friend Camilla, he’d brought a gift for her too. As Lucia made the introductions she joked, ‘Now you two be very careful, you’ve got genetic antecedents’ – referring to Alice Keppel, Camilla’s great-grandmother, who had famously been a long-term mistress of King Edward VII, Charles’s great-great-grandfather. ‘Careful, CAREFUL!’


  In Lucia’s first-floor flat that evening, there was an immediate attraction between the two of them and an instant rapport; Charles loved that she smiled with her eyes as well as her mouth, and laughed at the same silly things he did. He also liked that she was so natural and easy and friendly, not in any way overawed by him, not fawning or sycophantic. He was very taken with her and after that first meeting he began ringing her up. Then they met and he continued to feel easy in her company. But it was a busy time for him and he was seldom at home.


  Charles was young and shy, only twenty-two, and in the midst of intensive military training. He had just qualified as a jet pilot with the Royal Air Force, and was about to embark on a career in the Royal Navy. He loved flying – he had taken it up at university and had a natural aptitude for it – but the Navy was a family tradition, and boats were deemed safer for the heir to the throne than jets, so that was where he was ultimately headed. He passed out of RAF College at Cranwell having earned his wings in just under five months – rather than the normal twelve – with the highest commendation, and having won membership of the exclusive Ten Ton Club by flying at more than 1,000 mph. He was in the back seat of a Phantom, scrambled from RAF Leuchars in Fife on a training exercise; they climbed to 35,000 feet in two minutes, almost vertically, launched a mock attack on an enemy aircraft, and flew twice over Balmoral, the Royal Family’s home in the Highlands of Scotland, at 400 feet, causing seven locals to phone the police in protest, before going supersonic over the North Sea. He had also scared himself half to death by jumping out of an aircraft at 12,000 feet with a parachute that wrapped itself round his feet. Fortunately he had the presence of mind to disentangle himself and descended harmlessly into the sea at Studland Bay in Dorset. The press was full of praise for his derring-do and started billing him as Action Man. At that time, the country’s most eligible bachelor could do no wrong.


  After the freedom of flying, Dartmouth Royal Naval College, where he started in September 1971, was like going back to boarding school all over again, and he hated it. He did an intensive ‘fast stream’ six-week course, again half the length of the normal course. Yet when he graduated, top in navigation and seamanship, neither of his parents came to the ceremony. The only member of the family who showed was his beloved great-uncle, Louis, Earl Mountbatten of Burma, the man who had been Supreme Commander in South East Asia during the Second World War, the last Viceroy and first Governor-General of India, First Sea Lord and finally Chief of the Defence Staff. Mountbatten was the man Charles called his honorary grandfather. He had been devoted to him since he was a small child. Realising at the last minute that no one else would be there to watch the graduation, Mountbatten flew down to Devon from his home in Hampshire in a helicopter for the occasion. Weeks later, Charles flew out to Gibraltar to join his first ship, the destroyer HMS Norfolk.


  Charles was with Norfolk for nine months, some of which was spent on shore-based training courses in Portsmouth. Mountbatten’s home, Broadlands, was less than half an hour’s drive away and so Charles was a frequent visitor, and this was the time when the two men became especially close. Mountbatten had realised some years earlier that Charles was adrift; his relationship with his parents left a lot to be desired and he needed confidence and guidance in his future role. It was Mountbatten who told him, in regard to women, that it was important ‘in a case like yours, the man should sow his wild oats and have as many affairs as he can before settling down, but for a wife he should choose a suitable attractive and sweet-charactered girl before she has met anyone else she might fall for … I think it is disturbing for women to have experiences if they have to remain on a pedestal after marriage.’


  In the late autumn of 1972, Andrew Parker Bowles was away with his regiment and Charles was on dry land for long enough to hook up with Camilla. They saw one another whenever the opportunity presented itself. This was quite often at Smith’s Lawn, the Guards Polo Club in Windsor Great Park, where both Charles and Andrew played, for a time in the same team. Camilla had been a regular sight at polo matches for years, watching Andrew and his friends play – and the father of one of her friends was chairman of the club. So she could go and watch Charles play without arousing particular attention. The Prince had not taken up polo until the age of sixteen, but he became a fanatical player, raising vast sums of money for charity in the process. The Duke of Edinburgh was president of the club and a very able player, as was Lord Mountbatten, who had written the definitive book on the sport. Both had been very keen that Charles should play.


  By this time, Andrew was serving in Northern Ireland in the aftermath of the Bloody Sunday massacre – a seminal event in which the British army, at the height of the Troubles, fired on unarmed civilians engaged in a peaceful protest and killed twenty-six of them. After Ulster he was posted to Cyprus, so for most of 1972, Charles had Camilla to himself, and the two of them spent very happy times together, quite often at Broadlands, which was a safe place away from the prying eyes of the press. But while Mountbatten was only too happy to play host to the pair, he made it abundantly clear that this relationship could never go anywhere in the long term. Camilla was not sufficiently aristocratic to be the Prince’s wife, and she was not a virgin, which was a prerequisite.


  The Prince was falling ever more deeply in love, and although far too reticent to say anything to Camilla was beginning to feel that, despite Mountbatten’s admonitions, he might have found someone he could share his life with. The only cloud on his horizon was that in the New Year he was due to leave for the Caribbean in the frigate HMS Minerva, which would take him away for at least eight months. He joined the ship three weeks before Christmas – and invited Mountbatten and Camilla both for a tour of inspection and lunch.


  They were at Broadlands the weekend before he sailed, but he said nothing to indicate his strength of feeling, which was maybe just as well for his pride because Camilla may not have known how to respond. She was hugely fond of Charles, flattered by his attention, and they had had a very good time together, but she was in love with Andrew. To her fury, Andrew was also seeing Princess Anne, Charles’s feisty younger sister. He had never been known to date just one girl at a time, but he seemed to be unusually smitten, and rumour had it that so was Anne. During their time together he was even invited by the Queen to join the family at Windsor Castle for Ascot week. So there was an element of tit-for-tat in Camilla’s fling with Charles. She also enjoyed the historical connections – their great-grandparents’ affair – which had always intrigued her. But her principal motivation was to have some excitement and make Andrew jealous. She knew it would never go anywhere, could never go anywhere.


  Might she have felt differently if Charles had told her how special she was, how beautiful and funny, how warm, how sexy? If he had told her that he loved her above all things, that he couldn’t live without her and that he would find some way of marrying her? It is impossible to know; not even those who know her best are convinced she would have said yes to him. Andrew was never very nice to her, never made her feel special, but she was stubbornly determined to marry him. His playing around had hurt her to the core, but her heart was still set on him. The fact that every other woman in London fancied him only made him more attractive to her. She adored him, and she had been dating him through thick and thin for seven years. She wanted to be Mrs Parker Bowles, wife of her handsome cavalry officer, not Princess of Wales, not Queen.


  Andrew knew that his relationship with Princess Anne could never end in marriage. However much in love they may have been, he was a Roman Catholic and the 1701 Act of Succession – not changed until 2011 – expressly forbade an heir to the throne to marry a Roman Catholic. Princess Anne at that time was fourth in line and was not about to cause a constitutional crisis. She turned her attentions to a younger model, to Mark Phillips, a captain in the Queen’s Dragoon Guards, and a three-day eventer who had just won a gold medal at the Montreal Olympics in 1972. Anne was herself a talented three-day eventer – she had won a gold medal at the European Eventing Championships the year before and been voted BBC Sports Personality of the Year in 1971 – and they had met on the eventing circuit. Theirs was a marriage made in the saddle, though apart from horses they had little common ground.


  For a moment, Andrew must have thought he was about to lose both women. And so in March 1973, when Charles was thousands of miles away in the West Indies, Andrew asked Camilla to marry him and she agreed. She wrote to Charles herself to tell him. It broke his heart. He fired off anguished letters to his nearest and dearest. He has always been a prolific letter-writer. It seemed to him particularly cruel, he wrote in one letter, that after ‘such a blissful, peaceful and mutually happy relationship’ fate had decreed that it should last a mere six months. He now had ‘no one’ to go back to in England. ‘I suppose the feeling of emptiness will pass eventually.’ He did have one last-ditch attempt to get Camilla to change her mind, however. He wrote to her the week before the wedding asking her not to marry Andrew. Nevertheless, the wedding went ahead. Her mother, Rosalind, was not entirely happy about it – she didn’t think Andrew treated her daughter very well – but Camilla was determined. She foolishly believed that leopards can change their spots.


  3
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  Camilla was the eldest child in the family. She was born with exceptional confidence, and it was that confidence, plus the support of her family, that would see her through the nightmare years. Both her parents and her two siblings would stare at one another in mystification. ‘Where did this come from?’ they would ask. Maybe it was being the first-born, maybe it was because she felt so safe in her small world, maybe it was in the genes, inherited from great-grandmother Alice Keppel, another strong and confident woman. Whatever it was, no one else in the immediate family, confident characters though they were, felt they had anything that approached Camilla’s.


  As a little girl she marched happily into school without looking back. She galloped her pony, and flew over jumps without an anxious thought. She charged into the sea and laughed at the waves. She was a natural leader, the one everyone wanted as their friend; a pretty, sunny child with fair curls and a calm disposition that everyone liked. She wasn’t rebellious – she left that to her sister Annabel, eighteen months younger. Annabel was the one with all the daring ideas. If ever they hatched a scheme – once it was tying rope across the road outside the house and waiting for cars to drive into it, another time dialling random numbers on the telephone and daring one another to say ‘You’re smelly!’ to whoever answered – Camilla would be in the thick of it, but never the instigator. The two girls were different then and are different now. As they grew older, Camilla was the funnier of the two but Annabel was the one who got things done – and she is the one who has always had a career. Their little brother, Mark, was closer to Annabel in age, and he grew up to be the biggest rebel of the three. As a family they wanted for nothing. There was plenty of money, their parents were devoted to one another, and all three children had supremely secure and happy childhoods.


  Major Bruce Middleton Shand and the Honourable Rosalind Maud Cubitt, as she then was, had married in 1946, the year after his liberation from a German prisoner-of-war camp where he had spent two years. Having lived for a year in London, where Camilla was born, they set up home together in the small village of Plumpton, at the foot of the South Downs, near Lewes in East Sussex, a culturally rich part of the world within easy commuting distance of London. Bruce took the train from Lewes to his office in Mayfair most mornings.


  Camilla hero-worshipped her father. She adored him without qualification, and he adored her. She loved her mother too, and her mother loved her, but her bond with her father was that very special one that sometimes exists between fathers and daughters, a relationship that lasted from her birth for the remainder of his long life. Her passion for horses came from his, and his passion for books became hers. He was the one who read stories to her when she was a little girl. He was a gentle soul, never judgemental, never sharp or disagreeable, but wise and thoughtful, and funny, and always there for her.


  The same could not be said for Bruce’s father. Philip Morton Shand, known professionally as P. Morton Shand, was a prolific writer and critic before the war. A very clever man who spoke French and German fluently, his own father had also been a writer and a barrister, and his mother’s family were all doctors. P. Morton was a colourful figure, a good friend of John Betjeman, the poet and architectural critic. He loved food and wine and in the preface to A Book of Food, published in 1927, he wrote, ‘This is frankly a book of prejudices, for all food is a question of likes and dislikes. One may be tolerant about religion, politics, and a hundred and one other things, but not about the food that one eats.’ His great-grandson, Tom Parker Bowles, Camilla’s son, who never knew him, would become an equally prolific and entertaining food writer.


  P. Morton’s main subject was architecture and for most of his professional life, he championed the modernist movement. He was friends with many of its key figures at that time, including Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier. By the end of his life he’d had a complete change of heart; as he wrote to Betjeman, ‘Contemporary architecture = the piling up of gigantic children’s toy bricks in utterly dehumanized and meaningless forms.’ Interesting that more than twenty years after his death, the Prince of Wales, the man so in love with P. Morton’s granddaughter, would be expressing the very same thoughts. Bruce scarcely knew his father, because amongst his other talents, P. Morton was a serial adulterer. Three years after Bruce’s birth in January 1917, he divorced Bruce’s mother, Edith Harrington, and disappeared from his son’s life. Bruce’s mother remarried Herbert Tippet, a golf course designer, and they moved to America, where they lived for some years in Westbury, Long Island. They returned to England when Bruce was ten, and thereafter his paternal grandmother, of whom he was very fond, had a big say in his upbringing. She had hopes he would become a doctor like her father, or a banker. But rather than sending him to Eton, P. Morton’s old school, she chose Rugby, in Warwickshire. ‘Rather illogically, and I think unfairly,’ he wrote about the boycott of Eton, ‘she attributed the plethora of wives, four in all, that my father collected to the influence of that seat of learning.’


  Rugby, where the game of rugby football originated, was not a success. He spent ‘not necessarily unhappy but infinitely drab years’ there and left ‘having learnt very little and having made practically no friends – on the whole a pretty unsatisfactory boy, rather indolent, self-conscious and inveterate’. But he did develop a love of books at Rugby and discovered horses, so rather than attempt medicine or money, it was tacitly agreed within the family that he should go into the Army for a few years.


  After a short spell in France, cut short by his grandfather’s death, he crammed for the entrance exam to the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, which he passed with flying colours in 1935 ‘despite having become, rather like my great-great-uncle, “imprudently” drunk on the second night of the exams’. His great-great-uncle had died young, having ‘been imprudently drinking too much before going out into the hot sun’. Bruce passed out of Sandhurst and joined the 12th Royal Lancers in 1937, having made a lot of friends; he declared he would always be grateful to that establishment ‘for putting some life and backbone into a rather amorphous and disorganised adolescent’.


  He had met his father just once in all those years, briefly, when he was eighteen, at his grandmother’s funeral. He didn’t see him again for another twenty years, by which time Bruce had a wife and three children, and his father was on his fourth and final marriage. One of his half-sisters is Elspeth Howe, the former chair of the Broadcasting Standards Commission and wife of the former Conservative minister, Geoffrey Howe.


  Bruce was a gentleman – in every sense of the word – and he came home from the war a hero, but he was not an aristocrat and not a wealthy man. What money he had came from his late grandfather, and from his job in the wine trade, topped up by his military pension. He had been a very brave soldier. By the age of twenty-five, in 1942, he had won the Military Cross twice and been wounded and taken prisoner at the battle of El Alamein in North Africa in 1942.


  At the outbreak of war in 1939, he’d been part of the British Expeditionary Force sent to France; and he was in Belgium when the Germans invaded in May 1940. It was there he won his first MC for his courage in covering the withdrawal of a column of lorries and guns under fire from four German tanks. That same month, he and his men covered the withdrawal of troops to the beaches and port of Dunkirk, after the Allies had been cut off and surrounded by the German army. Over eight days, 338,226 soldiers were evacuated by a hastily assembled fleet of 800 boats of all shapes and sizes that had come to the rescue from the south coast of England. Bruce was assigned the job of embarkation staff officer at the seaside resort of La Panne, which was being continuously bombed, and through a combination of resourcefulness and good luck escaped from Dunkirk in a cement ship, landing after an uncomfortable night at Margate on the morning of 1 June.


  The second MC, or bar, was awarded in Libya, where he was wounded in the second battle of Alamein, when his vehicle was hit by enemy fire. A German bullet passed through Bruce’s cheek and into his radio operator, who was killed instantly. Their driver managed to turn the car but they were hit again by a ‘tremendous blow’ and he slumped over the wheel, dead. As the car began to burn Bruce climbed out of the top and lost consciousness briefly. He next remembered trying to clamber onto another vehicle, but was then hit in the knee and lost his grip. As he said, ‘A buzz of German voices greeted my return to consciousness.’ After a month in hospital in Athens, he was taken by train to Spangenberg Castle, near Kassel, a prisoner-of-war camp where he spent the final two years of the war with three hundred or so other British officers. The security personnel guarding them were mostly schoolteachers with good English; their chief, Hauptmann Seybold, was a man who prided himself on his knowledge of the idiomatic use of the language. ‘He was reputed to be the originator of the classic saying, after a satisfactory morning’s search for a radio, “You British think that I know fuck nothing, I tell you that I know fuck all.”’


  Bruce came back from the war a distinguished but broken man. His injuries had made him unfit for active service, he was retired from the Army the year Camilla was born in 1947, and after a false start marketing educational films, he went into the wine trade. The father he scarcely knew had written books on the subject. Bruce became a partner in the long-established Mayfair firm Block, Grey and Block of South Audley Street, which specialised in supplying wine to Oxbridge colleges – and he had an enviable cellar beneath the kitchen of the family home. Many years later, when the company ran into difficulties, he joined Ellis, Son and Vidler of Hastings and London, where he worked until he retired – while always combining the job with his duties and interests elsewhere. He was Master of the Southdown Fox Hounds for nearly twenty years, hunting several times a week from the end of August to April. He also reviewed military books for Country Life magazine, and later on became a servant of the Crown and a member of the royal household. He was a passionate historian, and a voracious reader of biography and memoirs. He had been kept sane during his years of incarceration by what he described as ‘a very adequate library’ at Spangenberg Castle that had provided him with all of these as well as ‘the great Victorian authors, notably Thackeray and Trollope’, to whom he remained loyal all his life.


  Years later, when Camilla was caught in the midst of a very different type of war, she too read books to keep a hold of her sanity. Books, horses and the support of this very special father helped see her through some very dark times.


  4
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  It was Rosalind’s family that had the money. In 1947, the year Camilla was born, Rosalind’s great-grandfather died and her father, the Hon. Roland Calvert Cubitt, became the 3rd Baron Ashcombe and inherited the family fortune. He’d grown up with no expectation of it but three older brothers were killed in the war, all in their twenties. The fortune had been amassed by his great-grandfather, Thomas Cubitt, a pioneering master builder born in Norfolk of humble origins in 1788. Cubitt revolutionised the building industry in the nineteenth century, designing and building great swathes of London including Camden, Islington, Bloomsbury, Stoke Newington, and in the heart of the West End, Belgravia and Pimlico. He also built Osborne House, Queen Victoria’s favourite retreat on the Isle of Wight, and won the contract to extend Buckingham Palace. He became close friends with the Royal Family and after his death of throat cancer at the age of sixty-eight, Victoria said, ‘In his sphere of life, with the immense business he had in hand, he is a real national loss. A better, kindhearted or more simple, unassuming man never breathed.’


  Towards the end of his life, Thomas Cubitt bought Denbies, an estate of 3,900 acres outside Dorking in Surrey, where he built himself a grand three-storey mansion with nearly a hundred rooms, similar in design to Osborne House. After his death, the estate passed through his sons – at one time it employed as many as 400 people – but the fortune was decimated by death duties, and the house was billeted with troops during the war and fell into disrepair. Rosalind’s father didn’t have the money to restore and run it, so he converted a couple of other buildings into something more manageable and the big house was demolished in the early 1950s. By this time much of the land had been very profitably sold for development, and the remainder is now owned by Denbies Wine Estate, one of the largest producers of wine in the UK. (By a happy coincidence, Camilla is now the president of the United Kingdom Vineyards Association.) Rosalind grew up there but by the time she married Bruce, her mother had divorced her father had moved to West Meon in Hampshire.


  Rosalind’s mother, Sonia Keppel, was also well-known in society, but for rather different reasons. She was the daughter of Alice Keppel, who’d been famous at the turn of the century as a dazzling society hostess and as the long-term mistress of King Edward VII.


  Alice Keppel was married to the Honourable George Keppel, son of the 7th Earl of Albemarle, when she met Edward, or Bertie, as he was known, in 1898. She was twenty-nine years old, the youngest daughter of a Scottish baron, Sir William Edmonstone. Bertie was fifty-six and still Prince of Wales; he didn’t become king until Victoria’s death three years later, but he fell soundly in love with Alice and she remained with him and loyal to him, lightening his darker moods, until his death in 1910.


  Alice was ambitious and her husband was a third son. Despite his charm, good looks and titled lineage, he didn’t have the wherewithal to meet her ambitions. So, being a strong and determined woman, she swiftly embarked on a series of affairs with rich men to keep them both in the style to which she aspired. She worked her way up the social scale until she came into the future king’s orbit. Within a matter of weeks she was his official mistress, ousting Daisy, Countess of Warwick. George Keppel, it would seem, was happy to share his wife and enjoy the proceeds of her numerous and varied lovers. Bertie was particularly generous in his largesse; he organised a job for George and membership of the gentleman’s club he coveted. In return, when Bertie came to call on his wife at 30 Portman Square, every day at tea time, George tactfully left.


  Morality aside, Alice Keppel was an intelligent, cultured and highly likeable woman, known for her tact and good humour, who inspired affection and admiration from all who knew her. She was outspoken, witty, generous, kind and utterly discreet, a winning quality in a royal mistress. Physically, she was very beautiful, with alabaster skin, blue eyes, chestnut hair, a small waist and large breasts. Her eldest daughter, Violet, wrote of her, ‘As a child, I saw Mama in a blaze of glory, resplendent in a perpetual tiara. I adore the unparalleled romance of her life … She not only had a gift of happiness, but she excelled in making others happy. She resembled a Christmas tree laden with presents for everyone.’


  The bearded Bertie was charming, informed, intelligent, beautifully mannered and meticulously dressed – an arbiter of men’s fashion – but by 1898, he was not, physically, the most attractive of men. He was fat and bronchitic, a chain smoker with a 48-inch girth, who had always liked his pleasures in excess, including other men’s wives. He was a leading figure in London society and spent his time eating, drinking, gambling, shooting, sailing and playing bridge. At weekends he went to grand country-house parties, where he enjoyed more of the same.


  When he finally became king, after his mother’s reclusive forty years in widow’s weeds, he would revitalise the monarchy, but he did no work to speak of during his years in waiting. He performed ceremonial duties and was the first to make public appearances as we know them today, opening for example the Thames Embankment, the Mersey Tunnel and Tower Bridge. He also successfully represented Britain abroad, most notably in India; but Queen Victoria disliked him, disapproved of his playboy lifestyle and blamed him for his father’s death. Prince Albert’s death in 1861 had come just two weeks after he journeyed to Cambridge University to reprimand Bertie for bedding an actress. As the Queen wrote to her eldest daughter, ‘I never can, or shall, look at him without a shudder.’ She refused to let him have an active military career and wouldn’t allow him to participate in affairs of state. So he had too much time on his hands – not a criticism that could be levelled at the current Prince of Wales, although the lack of parental approval rings loud bells.


  It wasn’t that Bertie had an unhappy marriage. He loved his wife Queen Alexandra and she loved him – she referred to him as ‘my Bertie’ – but he had a voracious sexual appetite and thought nothing of taking other men’s wives. They were different morals for a different age. Although not de rigueur today, adultery was rife amongst the upper classes in Edwardian times and a delicious source of gossip, even though any hint of indiscretion was instant social death.


  Alexandra tolerated her husband’s affairs. Not only was she a product of the time, she thought jealousy an ignoble quality, ‘the bottom of all mischief and misfortune in this world’. When Bertie took up with Alice, she welcomed her as a great improvement on Lady Warwick, who had caused public scandal. She received Mrs Keppel at Windsor Castle, as well as Sandringham, the Royal Family’s estate in Norfolk, and sometimes made use of Alice to keep the King happy. Like his great-grandson, Charles, the King had a fearsome temper and Alice was the only one who was able to calm him.


  For the next twelve years, Mrs George Keppel was a regular sight beside Bertie at all the social events he favoured. Dressed in fabulous floor-length gowns, with collars of diamonds and ropes of pearls, she was with him at the casinos in Biarritz and Monte Carlo; grouse shooting at Sandringham, yachting at Cowes, horse racing at Ascot, on trips to Paris and the fashionable Czech spa town of Marienbad, and to the endless rounds of high-voltage country-house parties, where she was welcome in all but a few. The King even had the temerity to sit her next to the Archbishop of Canterbury at dinner.


  Her two daughters were in awe of their mother. The younger, Sonia, who became Camilla’s beloved grandmother, wrote in her autobiography, Edwardian Daughter:


  Mamma used to tell me that she celebrated the Relief of Mafeking sitting astride a lion in Trafalgar Square. And that I was born a fortnight later. I never doubted her story. From my earliest childhood, she was invested for me with a brilliant, goddess-like quality which made possible anything that she chose to say or do. It seemed quite right that she should bestride a lion. Europa bestrode a bull, but the large, blonde Europa of my mythological picture-books in no way resembled my mother. In my extreme youth she drove a tandem of mettlesome ponies in a dog-cart. Had she decided to emulate Europa and ride a bull, she would not have let it take charge of her; she would have controlled it; and competently too; on a side-saddle. But somehow a bull was too plebeian a charger for my mother; a lion seemed much more fitting.


  And of her mother, after Sonia’s birth:


  I can picture her as she lay back among her lace pillows, her beautiful chestnut hair unbound around her shoulders … And I can see the flowers sent as oblations to this goddess, the orchids, the malmaisons, the lilies. Great beribboned baskets of them, delivered in horse-drawn vans by a coachman and attendant in livery. They would have been banked in tall, cut-glass vases about her bed.


  Mrs Keppel turned adultery into an art form. In Mrs Keppel and Her Daughter, Diana Souhami wrote:


  She dazzled and seduced. Her demeanour and poise countered ‘whispers, taints and horrible noxious suspicions’. Clear as to what she wanted – prosperity and status – she challenged none of the proprieties of her class. Even her enemies – and they were few – she treated kindly which, considering the influence she wielded with the Prince, indicated a generous nature. She invariably knew the choicest scandal, the price of stocks, the latest political move; no one could better amuse the Prince during the tedium of the long dinners etiquette decreed.


  Lord Hardinge of Penshurst, Head of the Foreign Office, who travelled with the King and wrote many of his speeches, made the following note in his private file after Bertie’s death:


  I would like here to pay a tribute to her wonderful discretion, and to the excellent influence which she always exercised upon the King. She never utilised her knowledge
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