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PROLOGUE

We buried Sofy last week. I would have wished to be with her at the end but when a person takes such an age to die it’s easy enough to be caught off guard. The message came that it was feared she could not last the day, and by the time I got to Kensington there was black crêpe on the bell knob and the chamber nurse was burning vinegar in a coal scuttle. I really had no place there. I wasn’t family and I wasn’t a servant. There was only one useful thing I could do and that was to make sure her last wishes were respected.

They turned out drawers and cupboards looking for her will while I sat at the door of her room like a grizzled old hound. If I’d allowed them to take her to Windsor she’d surely have haunted me the rest of my days. It was Mr Drummond who settled the matter. He came all the way from Charing Cross bearing a letter from his bank vault with Sofy’s seal upon it. She wished to be laid to rest in the new garden cemetery at Kensal Green, exactly as I’d told them.

It was a modest funeral procession for the daughter of a king. There were no mutes, no plume bearers, just a hearse and six and a plain velvet pall. The Prince Consort was represented by an equerry, the King of Hanover and Lord Melbourne both sent their empty coaches, and I rode in the last mourning carriage with Dr Snow, who had attended her at the end, Mrs Martin, her French reader, and her dresser, Mrs Corcoran.

By the plainness of my costume and the limberness that speaks of an active life Dr Snow took me to be an elderly servant of some kind. He was an observant young man, which may be the best any of us can hope for in a physician. I corrected him gently. My position in Sofy’s life was an unusual one, the result of a royal experiment: a radical notion dreamed up by the most unradical of kings, old George, that his daughter should have a playfellow, a humble companion plucked from the ranks of ordinary people so that she might have a better understanding of the world. I know very little of science but I believe the custom is never to dismiss an experiment as a failure but rather to salvage from it whatever lessons can be learned. In Sofy’s case the lesson was that the world can only be understood by living in it. Nevertheless, a girl kept cloistered behind palace walls can certainly be happier for knowing she has a friend.

I was plucked carefully, of course, not from any random harvest of draymen’s daughters or chimney-sweeping girls. There are degrees of humbleness, and Sofy was a Princess of the House of Hanover. Let’s just say that when the search for a suitable girl began I was in a position to be noticed, and for that I had to thank a steward in the household of Sofy’s brother George, Prince of Wales. I owed it all to the Comptroller and Clerk of His Royal Highness’s Kitchens and Cellars – a hatcher, broker, deviser and contriver, a man of business, ever alert to ways in which he might assist his royal master and his royal connections might repay him at an attractive rate of interest – my father, Louis Welche.

My career as humble companion began in 1788, when I was thirteen and Sofy was eleven. I cannot say I excelled at it but I never did so badly that I was dismissed. The gulf between us, the fact of her royal birth, didn’t go away. I suppose it never can, but somehow we reached across it. I was an only child, alone but not lonely; she suffered the loneliness of living in a vast family where everyone talked and no one listened. It’s easy enough to see what I gave Sofy. I seasoned her dull daily fare with news of where I’d been and what I’d seen, and in return, she gave me her secrets, so you might say her friendship was more generous than mine.

My title of Humble Companion was never officially dispensed with. From time to time it was brought out and dusted off, usually when some Royal Highness thought I had forgotten my place, but Sofy and I became true friends very quickly and so we remained, except for a few quarrels, until we were both grey old ladies.

A pen can do a great deal of hurt. Miss Fanny Burney gave me that warning a lifetime ago, though she did allow that some people are too puffed up to feel the point of even the sharpest quill, or to recognize themselves, no matter how skilfully they’re drawn. But Royalties are a particular case. They have few hiding places and if they are wronged they must choose between having redress or licking their wounds in dignified silence. I believe Miss Burney was a naturally kinder person than I am, and perhaps the prospect of a royal pension influenced her. A hundred pounds a year for life might keep anyone discreet. In any event I always remembered her words. I have waited to tell what I know until most of those it concerns are in a better place and those that aren’t … ? The Devil take them.

I am now in my seventy-fourth year. I’ve seen out three kings and a multitude of royal highnesses, and lived to see Victoria upon the throne, long life to her. But Sofy is gone. Now she’s where gossip can’t wound her and secrets can’t stifle her. And so I shall tell her story.
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My father wasn’t always Louis Welche. He was born Ludwig Weltje, the son of a Utrecht gingerbread maker. My grandfather Weltje heard there was a better living to be made in Brunswick, so he walked to Hanover and married a girl from the Luneberg Heath. A willingness to move on in the interests of business was in the Weltje blood. Papi and his brother Christoff both left Hanover when they were hardly more than boys and made their way to London. Uncle Christoff was employed in the kitchens of the old Duke of Gloucester; Papi sold Jew biscuits and ginger cakes from a cart, and they saved every penny they earned until they had enough to open a pastry shop.

Weltje’s became known for its good, plain fare: steak puddings with mustard gravy, mutton pies with caper relish, apple turnovers with cloves, and of course gingerbread – and as no Weltje money ever lay idle for a minute the profits were put to work in their next enterprise. They took over the lease of a chocolate house in St James’s Street. The Coconut Tree had always catered to young men about town, and under my father’s management it became quite the place to go.

The gaming tables were open until breakfast was served and a set of retiring rooms was kept for those who had drunk too deeply or gambled too rashly. That was how Papi gained the patronage of the Prince of Wales, and the friends who followed wherever he led. The Prince loved good food and a game of faro, and he appreciated the fatherly friendship of a discreet host: someone who turned a blind eye to a young man’s follies and was willing to help him out of his financial embarrassments without any fuss. When the Prince attained his majority in 1783 and was given his own establishment in Pall Mall he didn’t need to look far for a steward.

Uncle Christoff always said it was as well Papi was the one who’d been asked because he wouldn’t have had the patience for it himself. It was one thing to be a cook, to stay below stairs and quietly, invisibly go about your business. A steward was a very different animal. He could be envied and resented by those under him and blamed and bullied by those above him, and when all was said and done he was still a servant, no matter how grand his title. But servitude didn’t bother my father. He wore it lightly and used it cannily. All the butchers and vintners and grocers were eager to show their gratitude for a royal warrant, and the perquisites were substantial. The royal cinders and meat bones and oyster shells were Papi’s to dispose of to the road menders, and we were kept very comfortable on the sale of once-used tea, and pork and beef drippings from the royal kitchens, and beeswax candles, sometimes less than half consumed. The Prince of Wales demanded fresh tapers every night.

My father liked comfort and plenty himself, but only according to what he could afford. I see now how carefully he covered his disdain for the Prince’s wastefulness. He would never have permitted it in his own house. No son of his would have been allowed to grow up so extravagant, but my father had no son. There had been two boys, both stillborn, then my sister Eliza, then me. My parents’ marriage bed was hardly blessed, and in the spring of 1788 it was dealt another blow. Eliza went to Uncle Christoff’s house in the country to help Aunt Hanne with her sewing, and while she was there she caught the measles and died. Papi went alone to Hammersmith to bury her. My mother took to her bed.

Though Eliza was older than me by five years and was tall and rosy cheeked and gifted with a needle, her mind was trapped in perpetual childhood. It was a puzzle to know what to do with her and Mother hated the exertion of puzzles. Still, she loved Eliza very deeply so after she died it was ordained that she must never be spoken of again so as to spare Mother’s nerves. That was when my terrible hunger began. I ate and ate but nothing filled me, and our neighbour Miss Tod, who made it her business to call on Mother every day and cheer her up with reports of murder and mayhem, remarked that I looked like something the mudlarks had dragged out of the river, bloated and ghastly.

‘Don’t take it amiss, Nellie,’ she said. ‘I only mention it out of concern. We don’t want to lose you.’

From my earliest years I’d been warned against peering in mirrors. I’d formed the idea that it was as inadvisable as putting my hand in the fire, so I didn’t look to see if what Miss Tod had said was true. But the next evening Papi announced that as it was time for him to go to Brighton to prepare the Prince of Wales’s house for the season, he intended to take me with him to see if the sea air would do anything for me. I surmised that I must be looking very bad indeed.

First Mother feared it was madness to expose me unnecessarily to the dangers of travel. Then, after she had discussed it with her friends, she questioned whether Brighton was a suitable destination for any female who cared to keep their good name. As I recall, the strongest argument she could marshal was that an exceptionally high number of Brighton’s lady residents offered French lessons. The significance of this piece of intelligence sailed straight over my twelve-year-old head. It seemed a feeble objection and, anyway, Papi always had the last word. I went to Brighton.

*
The furthest I had ever gone out of London was to Hammersmith, to my uncle’s house. The idea of going to Brighton made me feel quite the intrepid traveller. I decided I must keep a journal, and what I began that summer I have kept up, more or less, ever since. From my first entry, June 22nd 1788, it seems I was impressed more by the variety of cakes available in the Brighton tea gardens and the number of novels stocked by the libraries than I was by my first sight of the sea. The sea shore was certainly a noisy place. The dippers shouted, their customers screamed, the horses whinnied to one another and the wheels of the bathing machines crunched over the pebbles. Still, the sea itself disappointed me. I had expected it to roar but all it did was sigh.

Brighton’s salty waters were recommended as a remedy for a great number of ailments. Some people bathed in them, some drank them too. The waters were what had brought the Prince of Wales there in the first place. He had what Papi called ‘the family complaint’: inflammation of the glands, eruptions of the skin. Whether the Brighton waters did anything for him, I cannot say, but Mrs Fitzherbert had an establishment there too so, as I eventually came to realize, that was one royal itch that could be scratched.

When the Prince decided he would like to visit Brighton often and must therefore have a place of his own where he could stay, Papi went as harbinger, inspected various properties and leased a house he believed would be suitable. On one side, convenient for its principal entrance, was the London Road, on the other the pleasant meadows of the Steine sloped down to the sea. The house was plain but substantial, a kind of villa, private enough for a Royal Highness but close to the Castle Inn where the Prince’s friends could put up. The Prince, who approved of Papi’s choice but could never bear to leave any lily ungilded, set about enlarging and improving it at once. It was nothing then to what it became, but to my young eyes it seemed like a delicious house. It was wide and low, cream on the outside, with some pillars and balconies, and on the inside, oh the inside … My journal records my impressions:


    June 25th 1788

Today I saw the Prince of Wales’s rooms. His library is the colour of butter, his cabinet has a sky-blue ceiling and he sleeps under a sea-green tent made of silk. I suppose a prince may have any colours he pleases. His Royal Highness was expected today and I was afraid he would come and catch us looking at his accommodations but Papi said the Prince never arrives when he says he will.



    We were lodged in a little cottage across the stable yard and my instructions were that if by chance I should ever find myself in the Royal Presence I should curtsey, lower my eyes and speak only if spoken to. I was also to remember that my given name is Cornelia. All very well, my father explained, to be called Nellie in the bosom of my family, but in higher circles it might be regarded as a name more suitable for a carthorse. As it happened I was in the kitchens, trailing behind Papi and dipping my finger in anything he stopped to taste, when the Prince appeared.

The very idea of a prince in a kitchen was so extraordinary and he came upon us so suddenly and billowed over me, tall and portly and smelling of oil of jessamine, that I quite forgot everything I’d been told. He asked my name. I said, ‘Nellie’. And I heard Papi sigh through his great purple nose.

I see that the Prince’s waistcoat was pink, worked with flowers in gold thread. Strange, if you had asked me to recall it I would have said it was sapphire blue, so thank heavens for journals. I also noted that he had several chins which spilled out over his neckcloth, and soft curls, like a baby’s hair. What I remember with great clarity is how I was emboldened by the gentleness of him. His eyes did dart away of course, before they settled back on me. It’s always the way when people look at me for the first time. I wasn’t offended by it. Even at that young age I understood that people couldn’t help themselves.

He said, ‘Did your father make a pastry cook of you yet, Nellie?’

I said, ‘No sir. Papi says I have baker’s hands. Too warm for pastry.’

Papi pinched my arm. When Royalties address you, you’re supposed to reply succinctly and then shut up, but I suppose I thought I should never meet the Prince of Wales again so I might as well say all I wanted.

I said, ‘I can balance a ledger though, and write stories.’

‘Can you, by Jupiter! What kind of stories? Do they have battles in them and adventures?’

‘Only adventures, sir, not battles, because I don’t really know how a battle goes.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘never mind. An adventure story can be a jolly fine thing.’

He looked at me directly and steadily then. It takes most people longer. Some never manage it.

So I said, ‘I was born this way, sir.’

Better to say it and be done. I was in trouble anyway.

‘Splendid girl,’ he said, very, very quietly. Which fills me up just to think of it. I believe I could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times I was ever called ‘splendid’.

He had begun to walk away when he asked my age and Papi rushed in, trying to save me from myself.

‘Only tvelf, Highness. Still a child.’

But I sensed I didn’t need saving. I spoke up and said I was nearly thirteen. And the Prince said the King wished Princess Sofia to have a playfellow, an ordinary girl with good sense and a cheerful spirit. Papi read his master very well. He saw the Prince was taken with me and seized the moment. He assured him I had cheerfulness and good sense in buckets, that I knew my place – which was wishful thinking – and sang tolerably well, which was a downright lie. Also, that I had been inoculated against the smallpox.

The Prince said, ‘Then she might do very well. I shall propose her to their Majesties. She might go to Kew. Now sir, I have a great longing for a smoked herring.’

I had no idea what or where Kew was but Papi, suddenly rather delighted with me, explained. Kew was a village, across the river from Chiswick and more remote even than Hammersmith. Their Majesties had a palace there with gardens and a menagerie of animals from Africa and India, and the younger princesses lived there in the summer with their governesses. Princess Sofia was one of the Prince of Wales’s very many sisters and she was, as near as Papi could remember, a year or two younger than me. He was excited, I could tell. He drummed his fingers, the way he did when he was about to make a good bargain, and he told an under-cook to coddle me two fresh eggs. The matter of my forgetting to be Cornelia was never mentioned and after a week of sea air he escorted me back to London like a trophy. I was a splendid girl, endowed with good sense and a cheerful spirit. The Prince of Wales had as good as said so.

Weeks passed and no word came from Kew. It had evidently been decided that a girl named like a carthorse was unsuitable company for a princess and I had no one to blame but myself. I’d looked forward to seeing a real tiger, not to say a real princess too, and I’d looked forward to eating my fill at royal banquets, but my disappointment faded. I’d been warned often enough not to expect too much of life. Mother set me the task of sorting her button box and reading to her from Belmont und Constanza. Then, at the end of August, I was summoned. I was to attend a garden tea party and stay one night at Kew Palace.

It was as though a great emergency had been declared. Everyone went to their post. Mother summoned her war cabinet of Miss Tod, Mrs Romilly and Mrs Lavelle, and it was decided that as I was to be the guest of Princess Sofia I must wear watered silk at the very least. Papi said I was not a guest but a possible future companion, and that the princesses lived very simply so I must in no wise outshine them. Guest or companion, for a whole week I was the household’s best darling. Twyvil fed me the top of the milk, Susan our Necessary Maid did the best she could with sugar water and coaxed my hair into half-hearted curls, and Mother denounced Papi as the meanest old geizhals that ever came out of Brunswick. But Papi was our Commander-in-Chief because there was no gainsaying he knew the best way to go on around the Royalties. I went to Kew dressed in plain cotton lawn.
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When the great day came Mother had a watery flux brought on by the strain of the preparations and Papi was called away urgently to Carlton House where a hog, bought for roasting, had turned green. I travelled to Kew in the gig with only Morphew for company. Morphew was our general outdoors man, trusted to lock the street door when Papi was away at night. He was also our footman, coachman, and the only member of the household who could master the Beast, our sly, biting, kicking grey. There was a cantankerous streak to Morphew too – I suppose the Beast recognized it had met its match – but he was honest, he worked hard, and he seemed to have no one in the world except us so employing him gave Mother an agreeable flush of benevolence with very little effort on her part.

I remember feeling relieved about the arrangements for my journey to Kew. Travel terrified Mother and I was glad to be spared two hours of her vapours. I had my own reasons to be nervous but I was distracted from them by two of Morphew’s peculiarities. First, there was the yellow horsehair wig he insisted on wearing no matter how many times he was offered a superior substitute. Morphew’s wig appeared to have a life of its own. It was always on the move, one minute on the back of his head, the next sunk down low over one eyebrow. I would sometimes play a little game, closing my eyes for a count of one hundred and guessing where the wig would be when I looked again. Better yet, Morphew could read tolerably well, and he provided a continuous narration of our journey.

‘William Wilking, supplier of anchors. I knew a Bill Wilking years back, worked for a maltster in Southwark but I heard he drownded, so that won’t be him. Fresh Mackerel. Ha! Fresh when they put the notice out. I wouldn’t trust a mackerel if I harn’t seen it caught. Merritt’s Wholesale Spermaceti. That worn’t there last time I come along this way. That used to be Joan Badger’s. Hams and Tongues Cured. I love a good pickled tongue. Wholesale spermaceti, though, they say that’s a profitable line to be in. Now Miss Nellie, do you look to your left you’ll observe the Turk’s Head alehouse, as used to be the Greyhound and afore that it was the Two Magpies …’

A blind man could have travelled with Morphew and missed very little of the passing sights.

They were building a new bridge across the Thames at Chiswick. It ran close alongside the old one and by the time we got to the Surrey side I was all dust from the stone-cutting. Morphew kindly stopped the gig at the pump on Kew Green and wetted a handkerchief to wipe my face. He tried to put my mind at rest too, that I shouldn’t be nervous about meeting Princess Sofia or any other royal person. His argument ran something like this:

‘They only chance to be royals, see? On account of their hangcestors. If you was to follow it back, all they did was help their-selves to a passel of land. Worn’t theirn to start with, was it? Third day God made the dry land but He didn’t say “this passel is for Hanover and this one’s for Stuart”, did He? No. They just come along and took it. Then this one married that one, or they might start a bit of a war. And all the time they’re clambering higher and setting up as kings because they’ve got the land. As was made for all of us. In the Beginning. But they’re hoomans, same as me and you. They might have thrones under them but they’re still sitting on their rumps, if you’ll pardon my language. And that’s all you need to remember.’

I felt much better after that. Papi had reassured me too, though he had been more specific about why I had no reason to be anxious. Only the three youngest princesses were in residence at Kew: Mary, Sophia and Amelia. The King and Queen were gone into Worcestershire to take the Malvern waters and the elder princesses with them. Nevertheless I had committed to memory all the names of that enormous family, even the brothers, though at the time it seemed unlikely I ever should meet any of them. Their lives were like chalk and cheese, for the princes were never at home and the princesses rarely left it.

The eldest I had already seen. George, Prince of Wales, with the pretty curls and the perfumed handkerchief. After him came Frederick, Duke of York, who was a soldier, and Prince William that they called ‘Billy’. He was on the high seas, commander of a frigate in the King’s Navy. Next came the eldest of the princesses, whose name was Charlotte but never was called anything but ‘Royal’, and after her Augusta and Elizabeth, but with Prince Edward somewhere in between. I never was quite sure where he fitted in but as he was away in foreign parts I didn’t trouble myself to find it out. Prince Ernest was the next, then Augustus and Adolphus, who was called Dolly and still is. Then there was Mary that was called Minny, and Sophia that was called Sofy. There had been two more princes born after Sofy: Octavius and Alfred, but they had both died. Princess Amelia was the last, the youngest of fifteen children.

A king needs an heir or two, certainly, and some daughters to be his consolation, but why so many? Miss Tod had a theory which she shared with me in later years. The King’s stubborn fidelity was to blame. If only he had taken lovers like any normal monarch, the poor Queen might have been spared twenty years of relentless childbed.

*
Morphew set me down outside a square red house. Two unsmiling little faces watched me from a downstairs window and a plain, brisk young woman came out to meet me. She was Miss Gouldsworthy, an under-governess. For two pins I’d have jumped back into the gig and begged Morphew to drive me home. At the time it didn’t occur to me that Princess Sofy might be as apprehensive as I was. The King had said she should have a Humble Companion and one had been chosen for her, but she had no idea what she might be getting. And as she told me, long after, Amelia had played on her nerves all morning, predicting I would be barefoot and not know my letters. So Sofy was beside herself with joy when she saw I wore shoes. There was, though, the no small matter of the mark on my face. But princesses are trained from the cradle to master themselves, to appear serene and resolute no matter what they are thinking. After the first shocked flicker of her eyes Sofy was warm and welcoming.

I remember saying, ‘Didn’t they tell you?’

And she just took my hand.

There was a difference of six years between Sofy and Amelia, and for several days they had been reduced to each other’s company because Princess Minny was confined to bed with an abscess of the shoulder. Little wonder Sofy was so glad to see me.

My diary entry, made on my return to London, makes me blush now at its priggishness:

September 10th 1788

P. Sofy has light brown hair and big grey eyes like the P. of Wales. She has hardly any books & plays with a doll’s cradle v. inferior to the one I had. I suggested we dress in bed sheets and act out scenes but Sofy is qte cowed by the governesses and said she was sure we were not permitted to unmake beds. P. Amelia is a brattish child but v. pretty.



    In those days I imagined princesses had to be pretty, that if they weren’t they’d be locked away in a dungeon. Amelia was horribly fascinated by me, following us around. Sofy told her not to stare.

I said, ‘I don’t mind stares. I’m accustomed to it.’

Amelia said, ‘Then I’m very sorry for you. I’m sure I couldn’t bear it. I suppose you’re very, very poor too?’

And bearing in mind Morphew’s revelation that Royalties were merely ‘hooman’ and I shouldn’t be intimidated by them I told her I was certainly not very, very poor. We had two drawing rooms at home and my father kept his own berlin.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think you are poor but you don’t know it. You’re the daughter of a cook and we have to treat you kindly. Gouly said so.’

Gouly was their name for Miss Gouldsworthy. She was spinsterish, and as blank a page as any royal servant does well to be. I see now that her rank was uncomfortably middling. She had some authority – over music tutors and drawing masters and dressers and housemaids – but she was overseen by Peggy Planta, the principal governess, and by Lady Finch, whose word was law whenever the Queen was absent and sometimes even when she wasn’t.

Before I left home I’d received any amount of direction concerning my comportment at Kew, in particular not to plunge in with every remark that came into my head, but rather to watch and learn. Fine counsel indeed from my mother, who was rarely so selfish as to keep a thought to herself and it was, anyway, advice I hardly needed. My natural preference has always been to listen. But Amelia’s error was so great it had to be corrected.

I said, ‘My father isn’t a cook. He’s Comptroller to the Prince of Wales.’

Sofy said, ‘Don’t mind Amelia. She’s a very little girl.’

And Amelia declared that she would be five next week and she hoped that if she was ever obliged to have a Humble Companion it would be someone more agreeable than me.

Several questions troubled me during me those first few hours at Kew. I wondered what house I was in and when the coach would come to take us to Kew Palace. There was also the promised tea party. My stomach was growling in anticipation of royal cakes, but I saw no sign of any preparations. Then the rain began.

I said, ‘What about the garden party? It’ll be ruined.’

Sofy said, ‘Not at all. We can have it in the schoolroom,’ and she set about arranging cups of water and plates of torn paper for their dolls. We had nothing to eat till dinner was served at five o’clock: plain broth, cold meats and soft, year-old Worcester apples. Then we were obliged to be usefully occupied until bedtime. Amelia threaded beads and Sofy embroidered a tray cloth while Mademoiselle Montmollin read to them in French, and Gouly asked them questions to see that they had paid attention and understood what they’d heard. I had no sewing and I understood no French, though I knew the sound of it well. On Dean Street you were as likely to hear it as you were to hear English. Amelia seized on my lack of French as further evidence of my poverty.

I said, ‘I know German.’

‘Oh, so do we,’ she said. ‘Everyone knows German.’

Sofy said, ‘I expect Nellie forgot to bring her sewing.’

The truth was, Nellie wasn’t gifted with a needle, for no matter how much Nellie was rapped across her knuckles she still favoured her left hand, which as every sensible person knows is the Devil’s hand. So Nellie spoke up, before something was found for her from the mending bag. I said that I preferred not to sew because it reminded me of my dead sister and Miss Gouly replied that industry was a better cure for grief than sentimental moping and it was a terrible thing if I was allowed to sit idle at home.

I said, ‘I don’t sit idle. I run important errands and help my Papi with his receipt books and I read to my mother every night.’

I might have added that I was only obliged to read to Mother till her head drooped, and if it was a book I didn’t care for I’d read it in a slow, droning fashion so that sleep would overtake her quickly. As soon as she began to snuffle I was free to creep away to the morning room and hide there, writing my own stories until my candle was spent.

The hours passed and no carriage came to take us away. The sky was still light when Gouly instructed us to wash our faces and put on our nightgowns. Sofy and I shared a bed in Amelia’s room so that Princess Minny shouldn’t be disturbed. The news from the sickroom was that she was still in much pain in spite of being cupped but bore it as bravely as ever. By all accounts Princess Minny was a saint as well as a great beauty.

I waited until Amelia was asleep before I dared to ask Sofy my most urgent question: was this really a royal palace?

She said, ‘I think so. It’s called Kew Palace. Why do you ask?’

I said, ‘Because it’s just a house. I think it should be bigger, don’t you, to be called a palace?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It’s quite big enough for us, don’t you think?’

I tried a different approach and suggested it didn’t seem quite royal enough for a king.

‘Oh I see,’ she said. ‘But the King and Queen don’t live here. When they come to Kew they stay in the white house, across the lawn. Royal and Augusta and Elizabeth stay there too. Then Lady Finch has a place on Ferry Lane, and there are plenty of houses on the green for the princes to live in if they ever come, so we really manage very well.’

I didn’t want to appear boastful but I could have told her that my family’s house was much better appointed than Kew. Our windows didn’t rattle. We had well-stuffed chairs and a new flushing water closet, and fruit tarts at teatime every day if we wanted them. I tried to let her down lightly.

I said, ‘I suppose there may be different kinds of palace. I saw the Prince of Wales’s house at Brighton and it was nothing like this.’

‘Oh, tell about it,’ she begged. ‘Only whisper, because if Amelia hears you she’s sure to blabber and the King dislikes talk about the Prince’s houses. They cost a very great deal of money.’

‘Yes, and some of it borrowed from my father,’ I might have said.

Sofy was enthralled by my account of the Marine Pavilion, especially the card room with its scarlet walls and the maraschino cherries that were dipped in chocolate and set in little dishes here and there. She said she’d like to see it for herself but would never be allowed.

I said, ‘When you’re of age you can. Then you may go anywhere you please.’

‘No, Nellie,’ she said, ‘you’re mistaken. Not if the King doesn’t wish it.’

That was my first lesson regarding Sofy’s lot. She could only do what the King permitted. She had to live in bleak houses, eat yesterday’s mutton, and wait for a German cousin to offer her marriage, but only after four of her sisters had been suited before her.

She said, ‘What games shall we play tomorrow?’

I asked if we might go to the menagerie, to see the tiger, but there was no tiger at Kew. It had died.

‘Royal says it was because they didn’t find it a husband, so it grew sad and pined away.’

The Princess Royal might have been speaking from her heart: twenty-two and still not established. She’d a long while yet to wait too, thwarted and kept a maid because this one didn’t suit the King and that one didn’t suit the Queen. A lonely tiger had at least had the option of refusing its food.

I couldn’t sleep that night, for the silence. In Soho Square there was always some comforting racket to lull you. When the sound of carriage wheels began to subside the night watch started up, and when the night watch had called his last hour the milk maid and the night-soil men began clattering about. Kew was like a graveyard.

We did visit the menagerie the next morning. Miss Gouly allowed it on condition we went equipped with paper and pencils and the guidance of Mr Wuppert the drawing master. There were few moments of idleness for Sofy, or even for Amelia who was really still a very little girl. The hours were filled, the day’s activities were preordained, the year portioned out; this month at Kew, that month at Windsor. Time was killed before it could give birth to any dangerous whimsies.

I’d had some schooling myself – Papi had taught me to add a column of figures, Mother had done her best with me on the spinet and the rest I’d learned from Miss Barbauld’s Lessons for Children – but my education had been administered quickly, like a draught of senna, not dragged out for the sake of keeping me occupied. There was no need. I wasn’t the kind of girl to get into mischief or to lollop on a couch, sighing with boredom. I could be helpful if needed, and when not required I had the gift of becoming in visible and entertaining myself. The more I learned about the Royalties the more I thought my own family’s way of doing things vastly superior.

Even the menagerie didn’t impress me. I noted:

    … pheasant and peafowl and an elk which is a mighty kind of deer sent from Canada. Also a striped horse from Africa, called a quagga. We were not allowed to stroke it in case it kicked. P. Sofy said she hoped it would soon have a baby. I think she is old enough to know a quagga cannot have a baby if she doesn’t have a husband. A surgeon called Mr Hawkins attended Princess Minny and lanced her abscess. Mrs Chevely who is her nurse said she didn’t cry out even once. Sofy gave me a fairing of a milkmaid and P. Amelia gave me a hair ribband because Sofy told her she had been unkind to me, refusing to kiss me goodbye. I don’t know if I was found suitable as a Humble Companion. I should like to be Sofy’s friend but I don’t much care to go to Kew again. Mother told Miss Tod I came home with bites and now it’s all around the square that the Royalties have bed bugs.


ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/patch.jpg
Laurie

Graham

A Humble Companion






ops/images/9780857387820.jpg
J:i ,
1 i

L ( .
Companion
-

“Why is Laurie Graham not
carried on people’s shoulders
through cheering crowds?
Her books are brilliant’

Marian Keyes








ops/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





