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About the Book

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

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

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


For Ottilie and Lydia
Mentor and Muse


Prologue

Kensington Palace, September 1835

A SHAFT OF DAWN LIGHT FELL ON THE CRACK IN THE corner of the ceiling. Yesterday it had looked like a pair of spectacles, but overnight a spider had embroidered the fissure, filling in the gaps, so that now it looked, she thought, like a crown. Not the crown that her uncle wore, which had looked heavy and uncomfortable, but the sort that a Queen might wear – lacy, delicate but still strong. After all, her head, as Mama and Sir John never ceased to point out, was extremely small; when the time came, and there could be no doubt now that it would, she would need a crown that fitted.

There was a snore from the big bed. ‘Nein, nein,’ cried her mother, wrestling with her sleep demons. When she became Queen, she would insist on having a room of her own. Mama would cry, of course, and say that she was only trying to protect her precious Drina, but she would be firm. She imagined saying, ‘As the Queen, I have the Household Cavalry to protect me, Mama. I imagine I will be quite safe in my own room.’

She would one day be Queen; she knew that now. Her Uncle King was old and not in good health, and it was clearly too late for his wife, Queen Adelaide, to produce an heir to the throne. But Victoria – as she called herself although her mother and everyone else called her Alexandrina, or even worse Drina, a nickname she found demeaning rather than endearing – did not know when that time would come. If the King were to die before she attained her majority in two years’ time, it was highly likely that her mother, the Duchess of Kent, would be appointed Regent, and Sir John Conroy, her special friend, would be at her side. Victoria looked at the ceiling; Conroy was like the spider – he had spun his web over the Palace – her mother was caught fast, but, thought Victoria, she would never allow herself to be trapped.

Victoria shivered, even though it was a warm June morning. Every week in church she prayed for the health of her Uncle King, and in her head she always added a little note to the Almighty, that if He did decide to take His Majesty William IV to His bosom, please could He wait until after her eighteenth birthday?

Victoria did not have a clear idea of what being Queen would mean. She had history lessons from her governess Lehzen, and tutorials on the constitution from the Dean of Westminster, but no one could tell her what a Queen actually did all day. Her Uncle King seemed to spend most of his time taking snuff and complaining about what he called the ‘Damned Whigs’. Victoria had only seen him wearing his crown once, and that was because she had asked him to put it on for her. He told her he wore it when he opened Parliament, and asked if she would like to come with him. Victoria had answered that she would like to very much, but then her mother had said that she was too young. Victoria had heard Mama talking about it afterwards with Sir John; she had been looking at an album of watercolours behind the sofa and they had not seen her.

‘As if I would allow Drina to be seen in public with that awful old man,’ her mother had said crossly.

‘The sooner he drinks himself to death, the better,’ Sir John had replied. ‘This country needs a monarch, not a buffoon.’

The Duchess had sighed. ‘Poor little Drina. She is so young for such responsibility.’

Sir John had put his hand on her mother’s arm and said, ‘But she will not be ruling alone. You and I will make sure that she does not do anything foolish. She will be in safe hands.’

Her mother had simpered, as she always did when Sir John touched her. ‘My poor little fatherless girl, how lucky she is to have you, a man who will support her in everything.’ 

Victoria heard a step in the hall. Normally she had to stay in bed until her mother woke up, but today they were going to Ramsgate for the sea air, and they were to leave at nine o’clock. She was so looking forward to going away. At least in Ramsgate she would be able to look out of the window and see real people. Here in Kensington she never saw anyone. Most girls of her age would be going into society by now, but her mother and Sir John said that it was too dangerous for her to be with people of her own age. ‘Your reputation is precious,’ Sir John always said. ‘Once lost, it is gone for ever. A young girl like you is bound to make mistakes. It is better that you don’t have the opportunity.’ Victoria had said nothing; she had learnt a long time ago that to protest was useless. Conroy’s voice was always louder than hers, and her mother always supported him. All she could do was wait.

The Duchess, as usual, took a very long time to dress. Victoria and Lehzen were already sitting in the carriage by the time that her mother emerged with Conroy and her lady-in-waiting, Lady Flora Hastings. Victoria saw the three of them together on the steps, laughing at something. From the way that they glanced over to the carriage, Victoria knew that they were talking about her. Then the Duchess spoke to Lady Flora, who came down the steps towards the carriage.

‘Good morning, Your Royal Highness, Baroness.’ Lady Flora, a sandy-haired woman in her late twenties who always carried a Bible in her pocket, got into the carriage. ‘The Duchess has asked me to accompany you and the Baroness to Ramsgate.’ Lady Flora smiled, showing her gums. ‘And I thought it might be an opportunity for us to go through some points of protocol. When my brother came to visit the other day, I noticed you referred to him as His Grace. But you should know that only Dukes are called Your Grace. A mere Marquess like my brother,’ here the gums became even more prominent, ‘is not entitled to such an honorific. He was delighted, of course – every Marquess wants to be a Duke – but I thought it was my duty to inform you of the mistake. It is a small thing, I know, but these details are so important, as I am sure you will agree.’

Victoria said nothing, but glanced at Lehzen, who was clearly resenting Lady Flora’s intrusion as much as she was. Lady Flora leant forward. ‘Of course, Baroness, you have been an exemplary governess, but there are nuances that, being German, you cannot expect to understand.’

Seeing a little flicker in Lehzen’s jaw, Victoria said, ‘I believe I have a headache. I think I shall try and sleep in the carriage.’

Flora nodded, though clearly irked not to be given further chances to point out Victoria and Lehzen’s shortcomings. Looking at her sallow, disappointed face, Victoria closed her eyes with relief. As she dozed off, she wondered, not for the first time, why her mother always chose to share a carriage with Sir John Conroy and never with her.

Although her headache in the carriage was a ruse to avoid the insufferable Lady Flora’s lectures, Victoria began to feel genuinely unwell on the second day of her visit to Ramsgate. When she woke up, her throat was so sore she could barely swallow.

She went over to her mother’s bed. The Duchess was fast asleep, and Victoria had to push at her shoulder quite hard before she opened her eyes. ‘Was ist los, Drina?’ she said, annoyed. ‘Why are you waking me up? It is still so early.’

‘I have a sore throat, Mama, and such a headache. I think perhaps I need to see the doctor.’

The Duchess sighed and, raising herself up in the bed, put her hand to Victoria’s forehead. The hand felt cool and soft against her skin. Victoria leant against it, suddenly longing to lie down and put her head on her mother’s shoulder. Perhaps her mother would allow her to get into her bed.

‘Ach, it is just as normal. You are always exaggerating, Drina.’ The Duchess put her curl-papered head on the pillows and went back to sleep.

When Lehzen saw Victoria grimace as she tried to swallow her tea at the breakfast table, she came over at once. ‘What is the matter, Highness, are you not feeling well?’

‘It hurts to swallow, Lehzen.’ Although the great pleasure of her days at Ramsgate was to walk along the front looking at the sea and at the dresses of the other ladies, with her spaniel, Dash, running around at her feet, today all Victoria wanted to do was to lie down in a cool, dark room.

This time it was Lehzen who put her hand on Victoria’s forehead. It was warmer than her mother’s hand and not so soft, but comforting. Wincing and giving Victoria’s cheek a stroke, the governess went over to the Duchess, who was drinking coffee at a table in the window with Sir John and Lady Flora.

‘I think, Ma’am, that we should call Dr Clark down from London. I am afraid that the Princess is unwell.’

‘Oh, Lehzen, you are always fussing. I felt Drina’s head this morning myself, and it was fine.’

‘To summon the royal doctor from London,’ said Conroy, ‘would occasion much alarm. We do not want the people to think that the Princess is delicate. If indeed she is unwell, and I have to say she looks quite healthy to me, then we should consult a local man.’

Lehzen took a step towards Conroy and said, ‘I am telling you, Sir John, that the Princess must see a doctor, a good one. What does it matter what people think when her health is in danger?’

The Duchess threw up her hands, and said in her strong German accent, ‘Oh, Baroness, you always exaggerate so. It is just a summer cold, and there is no need for having all this fuss.’

Lehzen was about to protest again when the Duchess put up a hand to stop her. ‘I think, Baroness, that I know what is best for my daughter.’

Conroy nodded and said in his confident baritone, ‘The Duchess is right. The Princess has a tendency to malinger, as we know.’

Victoria did not hear Lehzen’s reply, as dizziness overwhelmed her and she found herself falling to the floor.

She woke up in a darkened room. But it was not cool; indeed, she felt so hot she thought she must melt. She must have made a noise because Lehzen was at her side, putting a cold cloth on her cheeks and forehead.

‘I am so hot, Lehzen.’

‘It is the fever, but it will pass.’

‘Where is Mama?’

Lehzen sighed. ‘She will be here soon, Liebes, I am sure.’

Victoria closed her eyes and fell back into the hot fitful sleep of fever.

At some point in that long day, Victoria surfaced and could smell the lavender water her mother always wore. She tried to call to her, but her voice was just a dry croak. When she opened her eyes, the room was still dark and she could see nothing. Then she heard her mother speak. ‘Poor little Drina, she has been so ill. I hope it will not affect her looks.’

‘Dr Clark says that she is strong and will pull through,’ Conroy answered.

‘If anything were to happen to her, my life would be over! I would have to go back to Coburg.’

‘When the fever passes, I think we should make some arrangements as to the future. If I were to become her Private Secretary, it would mean there could be no … foolishness.’

Victoria heard her mother say, ‘Dear Sir John. You will guide Victoria as you have always guided me.’ Victoria heard a sigh and then some rustling, and then Conroy said in a lower voice, ‘We will guide her together.’

‘Always.’

Victoria turned her face to find a cool place on the pillow and disappeared into her feverish dreams.

The next time she opened her eyes, there was light coming in through the windows and Lehzen’s anxious face bending over her. ‘How are you feeling, Highness?’

Victoria smiled. ‘Better, I think.’

She felt a hand take her wrist, and saw Dr Clark standing by her bedside. ‘The pulse is much stronger today. I think the Princess might have some nourishment, a little broth or beef tea.’

‘Certainly, Doctor, I will attend to it immediately.’ Lehzen was going to the door when the Duchess rushed in, her hair in an elaborate confection of ringlets on either side of her head.

‘Drina! I have been so worried.’ She looked at Dr Clark. ‘May I touch her, Doctor?’

The doctor bowed. ‘Now that the fever has passed, there is no danger of contagion, Ma’am.’ 

The Duchess sat on the bed and started to stroke Victoria’s cheek. ‘You look so pale and thin, but your looks will return. We will take such good care of you.’

Victoria tried to smile, but found it too much effort. She thought her mother looked very fine that morning. She was wearing a dress in striped silk that Victoria had not seen before and new diamond drops dangling from her ears.

‘Thank goodness I sent to London for you, Dr Clark,’ said the Duchess. ‘Who knows what might have happened otherwise?’

‘I believe the Princess has contracted typhus, which can be fatal, but I feel sure that with the right care Her Royal Highness will make a full recovery.’

Lehzen returned carrying a bowl of broth. She sat down on the other side of the bed, and started to spoon it into Victoria’s mouth.

‘Thank you, Lehzen, but I will be feeding my daughter.’ The Duchess took the spoon and the bowl out of the Baroness’s hands. Victoria watched as Lehzen went to stand at the back of the room.

Her mother pushed the spoon against her lips and Victoria let the broth trickle down her throat. ‘And now another one, Liebes.’

Victoria opened her mouth obediently.

A floorboard creaked loudly as Conroy came into the room. ‘What a touching scene! The devoted mother nursing her daughter back to health.’

Victoria closed her mouth. ‘Just a little more, Liebes,’ said the Duchess, but Victoria shook her head.

Conroy loomed over her, standing behind her mother. ‘I must congratulate you on your recovery, Your Royal Highness. Thank goodness you have inherited your mother’s robust constitution.’

The Duchess smiled. ‘Drina is a true Coburg.’

Conroy bared his teeth at Victoria in a smile. ‘But now you are on the road to recovery, there is a matter that we must attend to. Unlike you, the King is not so robust, and it is vital that we are prepared for what comes next.’

He reached inside his coat and pulled out a piece of paper covered in script. ‘I have prepared a document appointing me as your Private Secretary. Your mother and I think that is the best way to ensure that you will be protected when you come to the throne.’

‘Yes, Drina, you are so young and so frail. Sir John will be your rock.’

From where she lay, Victoria could see Conroy’s hand resting on her mother’s shoulder and the flush that was spreading across her mother’s cheek.

Conroy put the paper on the bed next to her hand and picked up a quill and an inkwell from the writing desk next to the window. ‘It is all very easy.’ Conroy stood by the bed with the pen and ink. ‘When you have signed the paper, I will make all the arrangements.’

‘You are so lucky, Drina, to have someone who will always protect your interests,’ said the Duchess.

Conroy bent down with the quill, and Victoria could smell the ambition on his breath. She looked into his dark eyes, and shook her head.

Conroy stared at her, a tiny muscle quivering at the corner of his mouth. ‘I look forward to serving you as faithfully as I have your mother.’

Victoria shook her head again. Conroy looked at the Duchess, who put her hand on her daughter’s. ‘We just want to do what is best for you, Liebes. To protect you from your so wicked uncles. That awful Cumberland will do everything to stop you from being Queen.’

Victoria tried to sit up, but her body betrayed her and she felt tears of frustration coming to her eyes. She saw that Lehzen was leaning forward, her hands clenched, her eyes blazing with fury at Conroy. Her governess’s anger gave Victoria heart. She turned her head to her mother and said as loudly as she could, ‘No, Mama.’

Her mother’s ringlets quivered. ‘Oh, Drina, you are still weak from the fever. We will talk about this later.’

She felt Conroy press the quill into her hand and put it on the paper. ‘We can talk about the details certainly, but first you must sign this.’

Victoria turned to Conroy and said with great effort, ‘I … will … never … sign.’

Conroy’s hand tightened around her wrist as he bent down and whispered in her ear, ‘But you must.’

Somehow she found the strength to pull her hand away. In doing so she upset the inkwell, whose contents poured in a great black stain across the bedclothes. Her mother shrieked in alarm, as she stood up to protect her new dress. ‘Oh, Drina, what have you done!’

Conroy stared at her in fury. ‘I cannot allow this … this behaviour. I will not have it.’

He raised his hand, and for a moment Victoria thought he might strike her, but Lehzen stepped in front of him. ‘I think the Princess is looking flushed, don’t you agree, Doctor? Perhaps you should check her pulse in case the fever is returning.’

Dr Clark hesitated, not wanting to upset his patron, the Duchess. Reflecting, however, that it would be even worse to antagonise the heir to the throne, he stepped forward and took Victoria’s wrist. ‘Indeed the pulse appears to be somewhat elevated. I think the Princess should rest now – it would be most unfortunate if the fever should return.’

The Duchess looked at Conroy, who was standing quite still, his face white with anger. ‘Come, Sir John, we will talk to Drina again when she is more herself. She is too ill to know what she is doing.’ Taking him by the arm, she guided him out of the room, Dr Clark following in their wake.

When they were alone, Victoria looked up at Lehzen, who was trying to contain the ink stain on the bedding, and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

The Baroness bent down and kissed her on the forehead. ‘You were so brave, Highness.’ She squeezed Victoria’s hand. ‘I know that you will be a great Queen.’

Victoria smiled before closing her eyes in exhaustion. She could still make out the faint scent of lavender. She would never forgive her mother for allowing Conroy to bully her like this. How could Mama not see that her own daughter was more important than that awful man? They would come back again, she knew, with their paper. But she would never sign it. They would all be sorry – Mama, Conroy, Lady Flora – for being so hateful. They thought she was nothing, a pawn to be moved about, but one day she would be Queen. Then everything would be different. If only her Uncle King would live until she was eighteen.


Book One


Chapter One

Kensington Palace, June 20th 1837

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Victoria smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lehzen nodded her understanding.

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

Lehzen smiled. ‘Yes, Majesty. I think a Queen does not sleep on a cot next to her mother’s bed.’

[image: Seen Break]

At the foot of the stairs, she paused. The Archbishop and the Lord Chamberlain were behind the library door. She had been waiting for this moment for so long, and yet now it was upon her, she had to fight a sudden impulse to flee to the comfort of her schoolroom.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Der König?’

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

‘Mein kleines Mädchen ist die Kaiserin.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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