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For my mother, with love






We look at other nations and we pity them because

They’re not a little patch on dear old England.

Their trades, their arts, their everything are full of faults and flaws,

So different to clever Model England.



—“MODEL ENGLAND,” HARRY DACRE AND EDGAR WARD, 1892
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H.H. the Maharaja of Prindur: former ruler of the Indian state of Prindur, with a weakness for shirt-sleeve pudding

H.H. Princess Alexandrina: his daughter, nicknamed Mink, and the best woman shot in England

Pooki: the Princess’s large-footed Indian maid and defender against moths

Dr. Henderson: amorous general practitioner and bicycling enthusiast

The Honourable Dowager Lady Montfort Bebb: once held hostage in Afghanistan, and a horror at playing the pianoforte

The Lady Beatrice Fisher: devotee of exuberant millinery and doves, whose apartments are haunted by Jane Seymour

The Countess of Bessington: parsimonious widow in perpetual mourning, with an addiction to ferns

Major-General George Bagshot: former military man with a roving eye, and a Tudor expert who is writing his fourth history of Hampton Court Palace

Mrs. Bagshot: his wife and patron of a school for the blind who takes cures in Egypt

Cornelius B. Pilgrim: the Bagshots’ American houseguest, with a woeful grasp of English etiquette

William Sheepshanks: Keeper of the Maze and victim of the success of Three Men in a Boat, a novel by Jerome K. Jerome with a scene in the palace’s leafy labyrinth

Thomas Trout: Keeper of the Great Vine, who strives to protect his mighty charge from being felled by rats

Mrs. Boots: bronchial palace housekeeper and Keeper of the Chapel Royal

Mrs. Nettleship: Dr. Henderson’s incompetent housekeeper, who’s even worse at matchmaking

Alice Cockle: the Bagshots’ former parlour maid, since demoted to a maid-of-all-work for the Countess

Inspector Guppy: police inspector with an inglorious past

Silas Sparrowgrass: homeopath from East Molesey, and Dr. Henderson’s archrival

Charles Twelvetrees: solicitor and coroner for West Middlesex, who’s had a gutful of the mysteriously dead

Pike and Gibbs: the butcher’s and grocer’s delivery boys

The Lord Chamberlain: the Earl of Kellerton, responsible for the allocation of apartments at Hampton Court Palace, and a laudanum addict

The Reverend Benjamin Grayling: palace chaplain, with an appreciation for the communion wine, who’s at war with the organist

Mr. Blood: the myopic undertaker who carries a measuring rule tucked under his arm

The watercress seller: hawks outside the palace gate and sleeps in a coffin

Mr. Wildgoose: Dr. Henderson’s tailor and taxidermy fancier

The organ grinder: street musician paid by the public to keep quiet

Wilfred Noseworthy: palace turncock and hauler of the push, a sedan chair mounted on wheels used by the palace ladies

Alfred Bucket: bicycling instructor and fancy riding opponent

Horace Pollywog: one-legged dancing master, who trod on a sea hedgehog

Barnabas Popejoy: a butterman of over-generous girth known for his bad jokes

The drunk woman who sells pig’s trotters outside the King’s Arms

Albert: the Maharaja’s monkey, who suits red velvet trousers

Victoria: a hedgehog named after the British sovereign, with a penchant for beetles and Madeira wine

Lord Sluggard: the palace mouser, who wouldn’t recognise a rat if he saw one

Gertrude: Silas Sparrowgrass’s adored rabbit and reluctant prop for his magic tricks

Trixie: Thomas Trout’s leech and formidable weather forecaster
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CHAPTER I
An Elephant, a Funeral, and More Bad News


MONDAY, MARCH 22, 1897



[image: ]S the hail bounced on the carriage roof, Mink suddenly wondered whether she ought to buy mourning knickers. She thought of asking her maid, who had wept for the dead Maharaja almost as much as she had. But the sight of Pooki’s stockingless feet emerging from the bottom of her sari changed her mind. She turned back to the window to distract herself from the loathsome task ahead of her. Wiping away the condensation, she watched the shoppers on Regent Street, the gritty downpour toppling the ostrich feathers on their elegant hats.

The horses began to slow and came to a halt outside Jay’s, the mourning emporium. The Princess had walked past it during countless shopping trips, but never once imagined needing to go in. As she waited for the carriage door to open, she fiddled with the buttons on her gloves, avoiding the window display. But George, the second footman, whose woeful height and lamentable calves would normally have excluded him from such a position, took so long she wondered whether he had forgotten her. Finally the door opened. Lifting up her skirts, she climbed out, determined not to be sold a pair of mutes, for the funeral attendants hired by the bereaved for their doleful expressions had a reputation for unabashed drunkenness.

A doorbell never tinkled so mournfully as the one at Jay’s. A lump was sure to form in even a hangman’s throat at the sound of its pitiful wail. The Princess and the maid stood silently in the entrance, shrouded in black drapery, a vase of white lilies engulfing them in the politest scent of death. As they waited to be served, a huddle of pale-faced female assistants dressed in the hue of sorrow stared at them. Those at the back stood on their toes and gazed with envy at Mink, whose arresting looks were the result of an Indian father and an English mother. Her long dark hair was pinned and padded to form a high cushion round her head, and her straw hat was trimmed with daffodils and chiffon, which, they noticed, perfectly matched her green cape jacket. Those at the front stared at her emerald earrings, some of the few family jewels the British hadn’t stolen. Added to the colourful spectacle was an older, dark-skinned Indian lady’s-maid in native dress, a black plait hanging down her back. She was so skinny she seemed to have been eroded by years of persistent wind.

The hush was broken by a sniff, and the Princess handed Pooki a silk handkerchief, which she took with grateful, bony fingers. Suddenly, as if descended from the overcrowded heavens above, a man appeared. Dressed in the dullest of black, for only tears were allowed to shine at Jay’s, he appeared to be executing the humblest of bows. But too long passed before he straightened himself up, and it was soon apparent that he was in a permanent state of humility. His cinnamon hair, the only hint of gaiety in the establishment, was respectfully sleeked to his head. He looked up at his customer from his near folded stance with the pitiful eyes of a drover’s dog.

“Ratakins is the name, ma’am,” he said, clutching his limp hands in front of him. “How may I be of assistance?”

The Princess looked at him uneasily, and replied that she needed some mourning wear as soon as possible.

“First of all, ma’am,” he said, “may I offer you the deepest of sympathies? Some of the lesser mourning establishments may tell you of their regrets, but I assure you that here at Jay’s condolences are at their most profound. If I may enquire, at what hour did our loved-one depart?”

The Princess thought back to the previous day, when the butler broke the news. “Some time yesterday afternoon,” she replied, her stomach like lead.

Mr. Ratakins scrabbled for his watch chain, and, with a flutter of bloodless fingers, stopped the time accordingly. Slowly he raised his red-rimmed eyes to her once more.

“A tragedy,” he said.

The assistants continued to stare.

As silently as he’d arrived, Mr. Ratakins headed down a mahogany-panelled corridor, which the Princess took as an indication to follow. Passing through a doorway, he took up his position behind a counter. A one-eyed ginger cat lay on top of it, a stray the shopkeeper fed out of solidarity for its colour. He swiftly removed it and asked: “If I may enquire, which of our loved-ones has left us?”

Mink swallowed. “My father.”

“A tragedy,” he repeated, his eyes downcast.

The Princess sat down on the chair next to the counter, clutching her green handbag. “I’m not sure how long the period of mourning is for a parent these days,” she said. “None of the women’s magazines seem to be in agreement.”

“For a parent, we at Jay’s recommend a year, six months in crape, three in black, and three in half-mourning.” He continued with the speed of a mantra: “For grandparents it’s six months, two in silk with moderate crape, two in black without crape, and two in half-mourning. For brothers and sisters it’s also six months, but we advise three in crape, two in black and one in half-mourning. For an uncle or an aunt, two months, no crape, black to be worn the whole time. For a great-uncle or aunt it’s six weeks, three in black and three in half-mourning. For a first cousin it’s four weeks. Black. Three weeks for a second cousin, if you liked ’em.”

“I see,” replied the Princess, blinking.

“Heliotrope and other mauves are, of course, still very favourable colours for half-mourning, and grey has never gone out of fashion. It is, after all, a most fetching colour for the bereaved. Complements the pallor.”

“Tell me,” said Mink. “Is a widow still expected to wear mourning for two and a half years, while all a widower does is put on an armband for three months, and remarries whenever he pleases?”

“Something like that, ma’am.”

Mr. Ratakins then rubbed his fingers until they shone. There were skirts and mantles in the latest fashions ready for immediate wear, he said, and bodices made to measure in a few hours. He hauled down a roll of black cloth from behind him, and pulled out the end for inspection.

“This is what I’d recommend for you, ma’am. Bombazine. And we use Courtauld’s Crape. It will withstand any amount of rain,” he said. He glanced at Pooki and lowered his voice. “Bombazet is best for the servants. It’s inferior and therefore cheaper. I wouldn’t want to waste your money.”

With none of the usual pleasure she derived from sitting at a shop counter, Mink chose from the selection of shoes, gloves, mantles, bonnets, toques, hairpins, fans, aigrettes, boas, parasols, bags, purses, mittens, umbrellas, and antimacassars—all the colour of crows.

A young female assistant, her hair scraped back into an unyielding bun, took the place of Mr. Ratakins in order to broach the delicate matter of underwear. Instantly she recognised the Princess from the newspapers, which for years had been captivated by the oriental glamour of the young woman born and raised in England. The female columnists extolled her outfits, quoted her calls for suffrage, and longed for an invitation to her all-women shooting parties, when the laughter startled the grouse more than the beaters.

Opening several drawers, the dry-mouthed assistant draped on the counter a selection of white chemises, drawers, and underpetticoats, all trimmed with black ribbon.

“They’re from Paris, Your Highness,” she said, glancing at the Princess’s earrings.

Mink looked at them. “I’m not of the opinion that everything from Paris is automatically desirable,” she replied. “And anyway, no one will know what I’ve got on underneath.”

“You will, Your Highness,” said the girl, fingering the lingerie with bitten nails.

“So will I, Your Highness,” piped up Pooki from the sofa behind her.

The Princess let out a short, sharp sigh that sent the cat fleeing from underneath her chair, and quickly made her selection.

Mr. Ratakins returned, spread his pale hands on the counter, and leant forward. “And the funeral itself, ma’am,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “Jay’s can take care of that. We have the best mutes in the whole of London, if you don’t mind my boasting. They won’t say a word. We keep them down in the basement. There’s not much to talk about down there. Except for the spiders.”

The Princess shook her head. “My father arranged his funeral years ago, and I’m told he left very precise instructions,” she stated. “I can assure you, the last thing he’d want is mutes.”

“How will people know that a death has occurred, ma’am, without the presence of mutes at the front door?”

“I’m sure half of London is already well aware of my father’s death, gossip being what it is.”

The shopkeeper’s slender fingers silently traced the counter. “They’re coming back into fashion, ma’am,” he said from underneath his lashes.

“I dare say.”

He looked up. “Ours will squeeze out a tear for an extra twopence.”

“They won’t be necessary, thank you.”

“What about a penny tin of black paint for the horses that pull the hearse?” he asked, producing one from underneath the counter with the flourish of a conjurer. “They come up lovely, ma’am.”

“No, thank you.”

The tin disappeared.

“May I recommend some black ostrich feathers for their heads?” he asked, slowly pulling one through his fingers. “All the way from Egypt.”

“No one has plumed hearses these days expect for costermongers and chimney sweeps.”

The shopkeeper foraged under his counter, then stood up triumphant. “We do an unparalleled line in false horses’ tails,” he announced, holding one up in the air and giving it a hopeful shake.

“Mr. Ratakins!”

The man’s eyes fell to the floor, and he lost several inches in height. Suddenly he looked up. “There’s one thing I almost forgot, ma’am. A young lady such as yourself, thoughts naturally turn to marriage. We have the daintiest of wedding dresses in bridal black, should the happy occasion fall sometime soon. It’s a most fetching shade, ma’am. Just the right tint of hope and despair.”

The Princess suddenly thought of the ivory wedding gown with orange blossom at the neck and waist that she had already chosen. She had seen it in a magazine and hidden the picture in her stocking drawer, ready for her dressmaker, should the proposal finally come. But there had been no word from Mark Cavendish since news spread of the scandalous way in which her father had died.

The silence continued as the Princess stared at the floor.

“Her Highness would like to leave now,” said Pooki, standing up from the sofa, clutching the cat.

“Well, that seems to be everything,” muttered Mr. Ratakins, his eyes flicking from the servant to her mistress as he realised that he was in the presence of royalty. “Your Highness, if I may inform you for next time, we do make personal visits at no extra cost. On receipt of a telegram one of our lady fitters will be with you in no time at all.”

Mink’s thoughts turned to her mother, who had died of childbed fever just days after giving birth to the sister she’d begged her for, who had also failed to survive. She then imagined her father cold and alone, lying on his back in a mortuary.

“There won’t be another time, Mr. Ratakins,” she replied, her voice uneven. “All my relatives are dead.”

[image: ]

A STICKY DRIZZLE WAS FALLING by the time the carriage crunched up the driveway of the vast villa in Holland Park. Its lavish oriental interiors and magnificent grounds had been regularly featured in society magazines. Since the Maharaja’s death, however, any hint of gaiety had been snuffed out. The blinds on the windows were drawn, the pots of cheerful daffodils removed from the steps and attached to the door, sheltered by a grand portico, was a wreath, its crape ribbons hanging limply in the damp. Clutching one of her new black-edged handkerchiefs, Mink ran up the steps to the front door. Standing on either side were two white-haired men in top hats, black sashes tied across their matching overcoats, who smelt fiercely of drink.

“Who are you?” Mink asked one of them. The man continued to stare ahead of him in silence. “And you?” she said, turning to the other one. He too refused to speak. “What are you both doing at my front door?” she demanded crossly. The pair remained as quiet as graves, their gazes fixed on the trees in the distance. Suddenly, one of them twitched and rattled, and from out of an eye sailed a solitary tear.

As the Princess stood in the hall furiously unbuttoning her gloves, Bantam, the butler, approached. “The mutes arrived while you were out, ma’am,” he explained. “They haven’t said a word. We’ve done our best, believe me. One of the gardeners tried to tempt them with a German sausage, but there was absolute silence. I got in touch with the undertakers, and they agreed that mutes aren’t normally required until the day of the funeral. Unfortunately they said it was impossible to call them off. The Maharaja was very specific in his instructions. He stipulated a matching pair, apparently, though I notice only one of them has a beard.”

“They already smell of drink, Bantam.”

“Indeed, ma’am. They must have come straight from a previous engagement. May I suggest that we tell the mourners not to give them any more, despite the inclement weather?”

“Please see to it.” There was a pause. “And my father?” she added.

“They’ve just brought his body back following the inquest, ma’am. I took the liberty of putting him in the drawing room.”

“And the servants. How are they?” she asked.

“Still rather shaken, ma’am. Mrs. Wilson made so many mistakes making breakfast I had to give her the morning off. There should have been potted char. I do apologise.”

“Give them all the time they need,” Mink replied, looking away for a moment. “And Mr. Cavendish?” she asked, turning back.

Bantam hesitated. “Not a word, ma’am,” he said.

The Princess climbed the stairs, feeling a blade turn inside her with every step.

[image: ]

SEVERAL HOURS LATER, POOKI KNOCKED on the Princess’s bedroom door. “The bodice has just arrived from Jay’s, ma’am,” she said upon entering. Mink stood in front of the mirror and silently took off her earrings, which would be replaced by those of unpolished jet. As she was helped into the gruesome clothes, she had the impression of being slowly choked by tar. When the maid left, she took a book out of her chest of drawers, and read the inscription written by the man she had imagined would admire her eyes forever.

The Princess and Mr. Cavendish had met one afternoon when their carriages collided in Hyde Park. Mink, who thought the accident to be entirely his fault, proceeded to inform him of the fact. It was when he admitted that women were better drivers than men, who had a tendency to show off, that she noticed the shape of his thighs. When she recounted the incident to her father, he instantly recognised a flame of desire in his daughter’s indignation. Up until then, she had rejected all manner of handsome temptations he had invited to the house on the pretext of playing cards. He investigated the background of the erratic driver, and was pleased to find it entirely suitable. Keen to stoke the fire underneath her, he asked him to his forthcoming Highland shooting party, and ordered a new kilt for the occasion.

The first the Princess knew of the invitation was her father’s announcement that he had just sent a carriage to pick up Mr. Cavendish from the station. Protesting, she ran upstairs to change, but after several minutes in front of the mirror, she changed back again, much to Pooki’s frustration. Unable to speak to the unexpected guest, she contrived not to sit next to him in the drawing room after dinner while her father agreed to the numerous requests to sing. The best woman shot in the country, she refused the following day to hide her talent with a gun to save the man’s blushes. By the end of the afternoon she had filled the carts with enough grouse to scandalise vegetarians for miles, and poachers retreated to their armchairs in despair. It was only when Mr. Cavendish was leaving that she finally felt able to talk to him. She stood at the landing window watching the retreating carriage, chastising herself for having so rudely ignored him.

It was her father who lured him to their home in Holland Park with an invitation to see his animals. Inspired by the Tower of London’s historic menagerie, the Maharaja had acquired them in the belief that every monarch should own a collection of exotic beasts. But his neighbours weren’t the only ones unsettled by the noisy invasion. The still-room maid shook at the sight of the kangaroo that hopped with its baby in its front pocket. The coachman, a tear in his eye, tried to scrub the zebra clean in the belief that it was a white pony that gypsies had painted with black stripes. And the scullery maid fainted when a pair of porcupines walked into the kitchen and raised their deadly defences.

Unaware of her father’s scheming, Mink went out into the garden to see the flamingos. Deep pink when they first arrived due to their diet of shrimp, they had now started to glimmer as a result of a weakness for the Maharaja’s goldfish. But instead of the long-legged birds, the Princess found Mr. Cavendish, who had not the slightest appetite for the contents of the ornamental pond. Next to him stood her father, who was trying to shake off an orphaned bear cub convinced that the Indian was its mother. The Maharaja insisted that Mink join them on his tour of the grounds, and she followed at a distance, her stomach tight. When she entered the grotto, she found Mr. Cavendish turning in circles, looking for her father, who had disappeared with the mastery of a magician. The couple stood in silence, surrounded by the gloom, and it wasn’t until they were joined by the bear cub hunting for its moustached mother that they started to talk.

Mark Cavendish was a regular addition to the luncheon table after that. His hat and exquisite cane became such a fixture in the hall that the servants stirred themselves into a frenzy over an imminent wedding, seeing white satin in every look the couple exchanged. The Maharaja was unable to control himself, and took to reading out loud the florid descriptions of society nuptials in the newspaper. Mink remained silent, the waiting made worse by the expectation that filled the house to its well-swept corners. But since the news of the Maharaja’s death, none of them had seen the ivory-handled cane again.
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THE PRINCESS CLOSED THE BOOK, returned it to the drawer, and braced herself for the task ahead of her. She descended the marble stairs, each bearing the Maharaja’s initials in a florid script, the crape on her skirt trembling with every step. The servants had already gone down for tea, and she found herself alone. As she reached for the drawing room door handle, she suddenly remembered the last time she saw her mother. She had just turned six and burst into her bedroom just as the doctor was raising the sheet over her exhausted face.

Stepping inside, Mink instantly felt like an intruder. Swaths of black velvet hung over the colourful Indian silk wall hangings, the French mirror above the fireplace, and the portraits of her ancestors with furious moustaches. The furniture had been pushed back against the walls, and in the middle stood a trestle bearing a short, open oak coffin, as deep as its occupant was stout.

Slowly she approached, fearing what she would see. The Maharaja’s moustache had been expertly waxed, his hair parted on the correct side, and the toes of his red slippers pointed to the heavens in two perfect curls. A man who had spent most of his life in a frock coat or Norfolk jacket, he was now dressed in his father’s gold robes and pantaloons. Tucked into the unyielding waistband was an ornamental dagger, and several strings of pearls reached his navel. Her hand trembled as she straightened them. Bending towards him, she kissed his forehead, her tears slipping down his waxy cheek, and she wondered how he could have left her.

The Maharaja’s final expression of utter contentment had rarely been seen in recent years, except in the company of his daughter. The rage he felt for the Government, and his frustration with the Queen for not having returned his jewels, had grown steadily towards the end of his life as he sat brooding in his study over what had once been his.

When, all those years ago, British troops came at night to seize the state of Prindur, he had been too young to feel the intensity of what later smouldered like a branding iron inside him. His mother, then regent on account of his youth, was shot in the chest during the battle, though for years rumours persisted that she had escaped to the mountains with a sack of foreigners’ heads.

The first he knew of defeat was the sight of the awestruck soldiers in the palace treasury, their filthy fingers on the family’s jewels, taken by the invaders as financial compensation for having to defeat his army. Prindur and its lucrative mines annexed to British India, the deposed Maharaja was exiled to England. The Queen, seduced by the teenager’s charm that was later to be his downfall, painted his portrait, and welcomed him to Windsor Castle and Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. He was invited to the best balls, where he danced with considerable talent with the prettiest guests. Young ladies would crowd round the piano to hear him sing after dinner, such a pure and melancholy sound that even the moon wept. Invitations to his shooting parties were displayed on the most elegant mantelpieces in London, and such was his skill with a gun that even the horses stared at the wagons piled high with the still-warm corpses of so much game.

The Maharaja called his daughter Alexandrina after the sovereign who had propelled him to the top of society, taking the Queen’s first name, which she never used. When the Princess began to walk, and would be found asleep amongst her mother’s furs, he nicknamed her Mink. After the deaths of his wife and second child, from which he never truly recovered, he made frequent visits to the nursery. Sitting his daughter dressed in black on his knee, he distracted her from her grief with tales of palace life and her grandmother’s celebrated talent for hunting tigers. He soon taught her how to play chess and handle a gun, and hired the best fencing instructor he could find. Years later, he sobbed with regret when she left for Girton College, so far away in Cambridge, and he sobbed with pride at her achievements.
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THREE DAYS LATER, THE NIGHT before the funeral, Bantam came into the servants’ hall when the under staff had finished their supper. Standing at the head of the table, the butler warned that he would not tolerate any negligence during the Maharaja’s final hours in their care. The funeral procession would travel from the house to Waterloo Station, he explained, where the mourners would take a train to the cemetery for a private burial. With a glance at Mrs. Wilson, he added that anyone who fell short of his expectations would not receive their beer money that week. The perk, long abandoned by most employers, had been maintained by the Maharaja, who enjoyed indulging his servants almost as much as himself.

No one slept that night for fear of the train being missed. Even the canary in its cage draped with black velvet failed to put its head under its wing. Mink was still far from her dreams when Pooki came in with a tea-tray covered with a serviette, bearing a cup of tea, a small milk jug, a sugar basin, and thin slices of bread and butter. The Princess lifted her head to get a better look at her. Having succumbed to Western attire for the occasion, she was wearing servant’s mourning, a simple black dress with a crape collar and cuffs. Her hair, with its occasional flicker of silver, was coiled into a plump bun.

“How does the corset feel?” asked the Princess.

“Like I am being tortured, ma’am,” she replied. “I have made some mourning trousers for Albert,” she added, referring to the Maharaja’s tiny monkey.

“He’s been hiding in my father’s study ever since he passed away,” said Mink, sitting up.

“That is where I found him, ma’am,” said the servant, putting the tray on the Princess’s lap.

Mink looked down. “There’s something sticking out of your boot.”

“It is a bay leaf, ma’am. I put it there to ward off lightning. It is very inauspicious during a funeral. My grandmother was buried during a storm and her soul has never rested. She comes to see me at least once a week, all the way from India. I thought I was rid of her when she died. While I loved the Maharaja more than I can say, I do not want to see him ever again.”

Mink sipped her tea, hoping that the worst of it was over. “All those people who came to the house to pay their respects … I can’t say all of them were respectful of my father when he was alive.”

“Some just came out of curiosity after what was in the papers following the inquest, ma’am,” said the maid, attending to the fire. “Everyone was talking about it, and people are very nosey.”

“Thank God I didn’t go.”

Pooki had just laid out her mistress’s clothes when the peculiar noise sounded. They both assumed that it was Mrs. Wilson blowing her perpetually blocked nose. The servant, who suffered from an allergy to flour, had spent the last few days baking widow’s tears for the mourners, whose appetites for the small pastries dusted with icing sugar matched their inquisitiveness. Mink heard the noise again when she sat down for breakfast, unsettled by her father’s empty seat. “That sound is coming from a nose even longer than Mrs. Wilson’s,” she said, standing up. Abandoning her kidneys, she followed it to the hall and looked out of the window. Standing in the driveway was the undertaker. But instead of four horses, the open-mouthed Princess saw shackled to the hearse a caparisoned Indian elephant, plumes of black ostrich feathers mounted on its head.

The servants spent the next forty-seven minutes flicking their eyes to the clocks as they performed their duties, waiting for the bearers to arrive. Despite the undertaker’s insistence that they were on their way, the Princess stood smoking at the morning room window with its view of the drive. Eventually they turned up, blaming a broken wheel for the delay. But the men turned out to be apprentices, which was entirely the fault of the deceased, who had stipulated an age limit for reasons of aesthetics. As slight as clerks, they found themselves unable to shoulder the devastating consequences of the Maharaja’s weakness for venison pie and shirt-sleeve pudding. During the struggle, two of their top hats were knocked to the ground, and a muddied gardener was called from his carpet bedding to assist. The coffin pitched and rolled as if on a high sea as it eventually found its way into the hearse. The mourners watched from their carriages, hands over their mouths, pretending not to look.

The procession moved out of the drive, headed by the undertaker dressed in a black overcoat, the crape weepers on his top hat fluttering in the breeze. Next came the mutes, finally extracted from their resolute position under the portico. They were now sunk in a depression as black as their coats, brought on by the drink some of the mourners had slipped them out of mischief behind the butler’s back. As they walked, what had started off as the odd fraudulent tear during their time at the front door progressed into a shoulder-shaking flood, which no turncock could halt. They were followed by three feathermen, holding four-foot confections of black ostrich feathers above their heads, who struggled to see where they were going. The elephant-drawn hearse followed, flanked by the exhausted bearers longing for their lunch, muttering that such a beast was the only thing strong enough for the job.

Mink sat alone in the family carriage, bitterly regretting her father’s showmanship, which would inevitably get into the papers. A number of the vehicles that followed were empty, a common practice indulged by those unable to attend. But the Princess suspected that some of her father’s friends who had enjoyed his legendary indulgences were trying to avoid the taint of scandal. She glanced round, trying to see whether Mark Cavendish was in the cortège. Still uncertain, she stared ahead, and prayed that the lumbering procession would pick up speed so they wouldn’t miss the train.

But no one had foreseen the curiosity of the elephant. The bearers found themselves frequently goosed by an inquisitive trunk, which slowed the journey while decency was restored. The children en route sacrificed their penny buns to the colossal animal with wrinkly knees, its sudden halt causing the exasperated drivers behind to yank on their reins to avoid a shunt.

Finally they arrived at Waterloo, rattling over the cobbles of the private terminus of the Necropolis Railway. Its very name unsettled the souls of the living, for its principal passengers never returned from the journey to Brookwood Cemetery. The mourners eased themselves out of their carriages, the men fiddling with their black crape sashes across their left shoulders, an accessory stipulated in the Maharaja’s instructions that had subsequently gone out of funeral fashion. By now the Princess had begun to feel sick, as there were only two minutes before the train was due to depart. A whistle sounded, and for a moment she imagined the humiliation of having to return home with the coffin. A quietly furious station-master appeared at her side, his outrage completed by the elephant droppings in his courtyard. He marched them up a spotless stone staircase, flanked with palms, to one of the first-class waiting rooms opposite the platform. While the rest of the party remained standing, the mutes collapsed onto the seats and started to snore. Meanwhile, the coffin was heaved into a once steam-powered lift, which had been broken by the unrelenting weight of aristocratic indulgence. It was now hand-operated by Snub the turner, who set to work and offered up a prayer for a cure for corpulence.

Upstairs the train itched to leave its buffers, impatient smoke billowing down its green flanks. With its first-, second-, and third-class carriages, it looked like any other except for the hearse vans at the rear, one of the doors still open. The mourners for the other funerals were already on board, and a number stuck their heads out the windows, demanding to know the reason for the delay. But Snub was still labouring with his handle, invoking the help of gods in whom he didn’t even believe. Passengers in the third-class carriage, realising that the delay was due to the Maharaja’s contingent, gave up heckling the station-master, and shouted to them to get a move on. Heads turned away, pretending not to hear, which only increased their fury, and insults started to fly. A carriage door was flung open, and two mourners ran out, only to be herded into a waiting room by the terrified staff.

The foreign deities must have been listening, for the long-awaited coffin suddenly appeared like a divine apparition. The staff winced as they lifted it onto their shoulders and carried it to the hearse van. Eventually the boxed Maharaja slid onto the shelf bearing his name, and his friends, acquaintances, and daughter rushed to their allotted compartment.

As the train pulled out, they sat in silence, looking at their funeral gloves. The vicar, who had baptised the deceased all those years ago, tried to strike up conversation, resorting to the national obsession: “Isn’t it a lovely day?” But the only sound came from the slumped mutes muttering in their dreams. Ignoring Mark Cavendish’s empty seat, Mink rested her forehead against the window, and watched as men pulled off their caps on seeing the train, and crossed themselves in dread.

Forty long minutes later, they arrived at the cemetery built to alleviate London’s overcrowded graveyards. Said to be the largest and most beautiful in England, its five hundred acres of Surrey woodland and expanses of heather and rhododendrons sent the living into raptures. Much was made of the separate burial grounds for certain members of society, including bakers, actors, and Swedes. The train stopped at North Station, where the mourners attending funerals in the Nonconformist and Roman Catholic grounds got out, and, with a backwards glance at the offending party, trooped into private waiting rooms. The train continued to the South Station in the Anglican ground, past sumptuous statuary that would make even an atheist sigh. Once the passengers had left the train, two gravediggers carried the collapsed mutes to a shed and shut the door. United by silence, the Maharaja’s party stood in a waiting room, where two women who hadn’t been invited joined them. The Princess glanced at their careful ringlets, wondering how they knew her father. She realised their provenance when an official came to escort the party to the chapel. For they blushed at the sign on the door that forbade vagrants, beggars, itinerant musicians, and females of doubtful persuasion to enter.

After the service, the mourners followed the bier down a path, the weak sun failing to warm them. But instead of the freshly dug grave Mink was expecting, she found herself in front of a Portland stone mausoleum resembling the palace of Prindur. They stepped inside, their feet uncomfortably loud on the cold marble floor. The Princess shivered in the frigid air, and watched with dread as the coffin was lowered into a brick hole in the ground that would shortly be sealed. Unable to leave him, she hung back when the mourners left for some cold beef in the refreshment room. As she gazed at the wreaths, her eye was drawn to one of neat white roses, which the Maharaja had feared would never come. Kneeling down, she looked at the black-edged card with a crowned royal cipher on which was written “In Sorrowing Memory.” It was signed “Victoria RI.”

[image: ]

A VISITOR WAS WAITING FOR the Princess when she finally returned home, having slept through most of the journey. He sat eating the last of the widow’s tears in the drawing room, where the furniture had been pushed back into position and the windows opened to clear the air. She had never liked seeing Bartholomew Grimes at the house, as the lawyer’s visits always left her father in a rage. As she sat down opposite him, she soon realised that his over-consumption of mourning cakes was a result of nerves rather than appetite. It took a while for him to get to the point, momentarily alighting on topics Mink knew had no relation to his visit, including the crisis in Crete and the proposed electric railway running from Kensington to Charing Cross.

Finally he brushed off a non-existent piece of fluff from his trousers, and said that for years her father had refused to listen to his advice, and that it was only out of concern for the family that he had kept returning to the house to give it. He then explained that the Maharaja had routinely spent more than the annual stipend the British Government had paid him since he signed the treaty following the annexation of Prindur. As a result of the Maharaja’s frequent appeals, the Government had given him a loan against the house to help repay his debts incurred at the gambling tables. The lawyer held up a sheaf of bills. “As well as at the draper’s, the gunsmith’s, the wine merchant’s, the carriage builder’s, the furrier’s, the hatter’s, the bootmaker’s, the goldsmith’s, the exotic animal dealer’s, and …” He squinted to read the piece of paper in front of him. “The corset maker’s.” The borrowing against the house was on condition that it would be sold on the Maharaja’s death, he added, at which point, according to the treaty, the Government pension would also come to an end.

“I trust he never told you?” the lawyer asked, gripping the edge of the papers. The silence confirmed his suspicion.

Eventually the man with crumbs in his whiskers picked up his hat and cane, and left without another word. The Princess continued staring at the floor, seeing the remains of her life finally collapse, having completely forgotten to ring the bell for the visitor to be shown out.
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