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By Gill Paul

Women and Children First

The Affair

No Place for a Lady

The Secret Wife

Another Woman’s Husband


About the Book

Two women who challenged the Crown.

Divided by time. Bound by a secret . . .

1911

At the age of fifteen, carefree Mary Kirk and indomitable Wallis Warfield meet at summer camp. Their friendship will survive heartbreaks, separation and the demands of the British Crown until it is shattered by one unforgivable betrayal.

1997

Rachel’s romantic break in Paris with her fiancé ends in tragedy when the car ahead crashes. Inside was Princess Diana. Back in Brighton, Rachel is haunted by the accident, and intrigued to learn the princess had visited the last home of Wallis, Duchess of Windsor, only hours before the crash. Soon, the discovery of a long-forgotten link to Wallis Simpson leads Rachel to the truth behind a scandal that shook the world . . .

Richly imagined and beautifully written, ANOTHER WOMAN’S HUSBAND is a gripping, moving novel about two women thrust into the spotlight, followed by scandal, touched by loss.



For Amazing Lor, who helped so much with this novel.
You will never be forgotten.




Chapter 1


Paris, 31 August 1997


RACHEL RESTED HER HEAD ON ALEX’S SHOULDER and slid a hand onto his thigh. His arm was curled around her in a way that was not entirely comfortable given the taxi’s safety belt and the tightness of her silk cheongsam dress, but she didn’t give a fig. Through the window, the lights of Paris blurred against the night sky. She inhaled the scent of him, and mused that she was exquisitely happy. Her heart was full to the brim with happiness. How many moments in life could you say that about?


Earlier that evening, back in their stylishly stark hotel room, while Rachel was applying scarlet lipstick and checking her reflection in a gold compact mirror, Alex had begun to speak, then stopped.


‘Darling, there was something I was going to ask you tonight, but I don’t know . . . maybe in the restaurant . . .’


He seemed flustered and uncertain, quite unlike himself.


She raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Cat got your tongue?’


He turned to look out of the window, then faced her again. ‘No, I’ll do it later . . .’


She regarded him with affection. ‘For goodness’ sake, spit it out. You’ve started now.’


He paced around, one hand fumbling in his trouser pocket. ‘The thing is . . . Oh God, Rachel, do you think we should get married? I mean, will you marry me? Please?’


It was such a surprise that she stared at him, open-mouthed. ‘Do you mean it?’ He had a habit of winding her up, but surely he wouldn’t joke about such a momentous subject?


‘Of course.’ He produced a tiny dark blue jewellery box and handed it to her.


She felt like bursting into tears. At thirty-eight, with the carnage of several disastrous relationships behind her, she had thought this moment would never come. The man she was desperately in love with was asking her to spend her life with him. It was so overwhelming she couldn’t find words.


‘Are you going to open it?’ Alex asked.


Inside there was an antique diamond ring: two decent-sized stones nestled in a marcasite setting on a rose-gold band. It was beautiful.


She blurted the first thing that came into her head: ‘I want to have babies. Are you up for that?’


How unromantic I must sound, she thought, biting her lip. As if negotiating a business deal.


‘Of course,’ he agreed. ‘Me too.’


‘What if we have to make our children the high-tech way, in a tube at a fertility clinic?’


‘Whatever it takes,’ he promised. His hand was shaking as he slipped the ring onto her finger, and she realised how nervous he was. This clearly meant a lot. She looped her arms round his waist and clung to him. They had always felt right for each other: her head at the perfect height for his shoulder, hip bone touching hip bone.


‘Time for a spot of baby-making practice before dinner, Mrs Greene?’ he asked, his voice a little husky. He started to unfasten the shoulder buttons of her dress.


‘Whoever said I would take your name?’ She kissed him. ‘I think you should take mine.’


He pulled her down onto the bed. Fortunately the restaurant held their dinner reservation.


Thinking back as she sat in the taxi, Rachel realised she hadn’t actually said yes, but they were engaged all the same. She examined the ring on her finger, turning her hand this way and that. It was the most extraordinary compliment a man could pay you. She and Alex had been living together for eighteen months, but he’d never mentioned marriage before and she’d got the impression he was an independent type who might never settle down. It seemed she’d been wrong.


They were driving along a tree-lined road beside the Seine. On the opposite bank, the iconic shape of the Eiffel Tower was glowing against the dark sky like an arty postcard. The taxi was heading down into a concrete underpass, had just entered it when suddenly the driver swerved and braked hard. Rachel was thrown forward, the seat belt cutting into her collarbone, then her head jerked back.


‘What the . . .?’ she heard Alex exclaim, as the taxi driver swore in French.


Rachel looked through the windscreen and saw that the road ahead was blocked by motorbikes parked at odd angles. Strobe-style lights were flashing and her first thought was that it might be some kind of theatrical event.


‘Un accident,’ the driver explained. He switched off the meter.


Alex unclicked his seat belt and opened the door. ‘I’ll see what’s happening,’ he said, his TV producer’s instinct for a story kicking in.


Rachel reached over too late to restrain him. She didn’t want him to seem like a voyeur when people could be injured. She watched him walk towards the crowd, and as her eyes adjusted to the rapid flashes she saw they were photographers and the strobe effects were coming from their cameras. Maybe it was a celebrity who had crashed. Alex was talking to a man in a leather jacket holding a crash helmet.


The taxi driver got out as well, leaving Rachel on her own. She opened her door, leaned her head out to get a better view and was stunned by the noise of the cameras. It echoed round the tunnel like the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire. In the background, a car horn blared and there was a choking smell of smoke and petrol.


She saw Alex hurrying towards her, his eyes wide with shock, his expression urgent. He waited till he was close before speaking, so she could hear over the din.


‘Jesus Christ, Rachel,’ he said. ‘It’s Princess Diana!’




Chapter 2


Burrland, near Middleburg, Virginia, July 1911


MARY KIRK PERCHED ON HER NARROW BED, flicking through a fashion magazine. Half a dozen other girls were lazing around, four of them in tennis whites from a recent doubles match, a couple fanning themselves and moaning about the sweltering heat. They were sharing a guest cottage at Miss Charlotte Noland’s summer camp for girls, and there was no ceiling fan so the air sat thick and damp, smelling of sweaty tennis shoes and laundry starch.


The door opened and Miss Katherine Noland, Charlotte’s sister, came in, leading a slim girl with dark hair and a strong bone structure, who gazed around as if getting the measure of them. Mary looked back. The newcomer wasn’t pretty but she was striking; her dress was plain but well-cut; she wasn’t tall but she held herself like a tall person.


‘This is Bessiewallis Warfield,’ Miss Katherine said. ‘She’s joining us today and I’d like y’all to make her welcome.’


‘Wallis,’ the girl said, in a voice that was surprisingly deep for a fifteen-year-old. ‘Everyone calls me Wallis.’


The other girls went up to introduce themselves, one by one, and when it was Mary’s turn she smiled and asked, ‘Isn’t Wallace a boy’s name?’


A pair of deep-cornflower-blue eyes met hers with amusement. ‘I’m named after my grandfather,’ Wallis said. ‘What about you? Are you named after the Blessed Virgin?’


Mary chuckled. ‘No, nothing like that. My name represents a complete failure of imagination on the part of my parents.’


Wallis smiled and her eyes sparkled. ‘You look like Mary Pickford, although your hair is darker: more auburn than strawberry blonde. There are worse namesakes to have.’


Mary flushed at the compliment. She’d never been to the movies, but Mary Pickford’s face was in all the magazines and she was breathtakingly beautiful.


Miss Katherine led Wallis to a bed in the corner and asked the girls to show her around before they met on the lawn for a picnic later. Mary showed her where to hang her frocks and fold away her undergarments, and stood watching as she unpacked.


‘Where do your folks live?’ she asked.


‘My mom lives in Baltimore, but my pa died when I was a baby.’ Wallis’s tone was matter-of-fact.


Mary was aghast. How awful not to have a father! ‘What did he die of?’ she asked, then wished she could bite back the tactless words.


Wallis didn’t seem to mind. ‘TB,’ she replied. ‘But Mom got remarried to a man called Mr Rasin and he’s kind. He got me Bully, my French bulldog, and an aquarium of tropical fish.’


‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’


‘No, just me. What about you?’


‘I’m the middle of three sisters: Buckie is the older and Anne the younger.’


‘Darn it!’ Wallis exclaimed. ‘I wish at least one of us had brothers so they could introduce us to their friends. I go to an all-girls’ school and now an all-girls’ summer camp, and I don’t know how in the heck I’m ever gonna meet boys at this rate. Is there anywhere round here we can find some?’


Mary was secretly thrilled at the bad language. She would have been roundly scolded for saying ‘heck’ or ‘darn’ at home. This girl seemed more fun than the others at camp, who tended to be prissy. ‘I’ve only been here a day longer than you so I haven’t gotten started on hunting for boys yet. But I hear we will be invited for tea by local families and some of them must have sons.’


‘What else are we going to do for the next two months?’ Wallis grinned. ‘There’s only so much horse-riding, swimming and tennis a gal can stand.’


The picnic was laid out on trestle tables on the sloping lawn between the white porticoed plantation house and the tranquil blue lake that snaked for a couple of miles, meandering into bays and inlets. All around as far as the eye could see were green fields separated by rows of trees in full leaf. The air was still, and the insects sounded drowsy in the warmth of the afternoon.


The girls wandered over to inspect the spread of cold veal chops with their stems enclosed in ruffled paper, potato salad, baked ham and pickles, and a range of fancy cakes, with lemonade, tea and coffee to drink. The Noland sisters supervised as they wandered round conversing with each other. It was an art to balance food and drink, to eat delicately and avoid speaking with your mouth full. Mary noticed that Wallis managed it by scarcely eating at all.


They strolled down to the water together, their faces angled to catch a slight breeze.


‘Tell me, who is your ideal beau?’ Wallis asked.


Mary had an answer on the tip of her tongue. ‘Prince Edward of England. I’m crazy about him. Just imagine: the girl who marries him gets to be a queen some day.’


‘Not bad.’ Wallis cocked her head appreciatively. ‘But would you know what to do if he came round that corner?’ She pointed to a headland. ‘How is your curtseying?’


Mary bobbed a curtsey and giggled. ‘I think I would faint clean away.’


‘Don’t worry. I would do the talking. I’d tell him you are the most wonderful girl in the world, and lend him some smelling salts to revive you as he cradled you in his arms.’


They laughed. Miss Charlotte was calling for them all to mingle, but Mary and Wallis drifted further from the group, engrossed in their budding friendship.


‘Do you ever wonder what it’s like to kiss a boy?’ Wallis asked. ‘I can’t decide whether you are supposed to keep your lips closed or to part them just a little. I’ve practised on my hand and I’m not sure which feels better. You try.’


Mary kissed the back of her own hand, once with lips closed and the next time open. ‘I don’t know. I guess you just go along with whatever the boy is doing.’


Wallis threw her head back and cackled. ‘Mary Kirk, that attitude is going to land you in a whole heap of trouble!’


Mary blushed. ‘Of course, I wouldn’t kiss a boy anyhow until we were engaged.’


‘My grandma used to say, “Never let a man kiss your hand or he’ll never marry you.” That, and “Never marry a Yankee.”’


‘I certainly would never dream of such a thing,’ Mary drawled in her best Southern belle accent.


‘What would you not dream of?’ Miss Charlotte asked, coming up behind them. ‘Are you two going to join our party or are you setting up a private society?’


‘Sorry, Miss Charlotte,’ Mary said straight away.


‘Don’t worry. It’s good to see you making friends.’ She smiled from one to the other.


Mary felt proud to be friends with Wallis. She was unquestionably the smartest, most sophisticated and most interesting girl in the entire place.
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A local family named the Tabbs invited a group of girls, including Wallis and Mary, for Sunday supper, and when they arrived in the Nolands’ horse-drawn coach they were helped to step down by the two Tabb brothers, Lloyd and Prosser. At seventeen, Lloyd was the more handsome and suave of the pair; Prosser, at fifteen, had the gawkiness of youth. Straight away, Wallis was engaging Lloyd in conversation, apparently hanging on his every word. Prosser offered to fetch Mary a glass of cool cherryade.


‘Why, thank you,’ she said. She was pleased not to be left on her own but unsure how to talk to boys. What were they interested in? If only Wallis and Lloyd were closer, she could have listened to them; it seemed Wallis had no trouble at all finding a topic.


‘Have your family lived here long?’ she asked Prosser. ‘What kind of farming do they do? Are you keen to work on a farm one day?’ She was boring herself, while listening to laughter from the direction of Wallis and Lloyd. What on earth were they laughing about?


She was relieved when Prosser suggested they stroll across to join the others but baffled when she heard the subject of their conversation.


Lloyd told them: ‘Miss Warfield and I are arguing over Ty Cobb and Nap Lajoie. She thinks Ty’s stats were cheated last season and that Nap should have won best batsman outright.’


‘I agree.’ Prosser said. ‘Did you hear about the St Louis game? There’s no question he got a perfect eight-for-eight.’


Mary felt as if she had alighted in a country where they spoke a different language. It took her a while to realise they were talking about baseball, and she gawped at Wallis’s fluency with the terminology. How did she have the first clue?


‘I read about it in the newspapers,’ Wallis explained later. ‘All boys like baseball so I knew it would come in handy.’


Lloyd and Prosser asked to take them rowing the following day and, without consulting Mary, Wallis agreed that they would meet at 2.30 p.m., just after luncheon. She had already worked out their alibi, and told the Miss Nolands that they were going berry-picking.


‘Let me give you some baskets,’ Miss Katherine beamed. ‘We’ll have cook make pie for supper.’


On the way to the spot where they had agreed to meet the Tabbs, they picked a few handfuls of huckleberries, planning to find more on the way back.


The boys were already waiting and helped them into a wooden rowboat. As Mary lay back in the stern, trailing her fingers in the water, she felt as though she had been transported into a new and glamorous world. It didn’t matter that Wallis was more confident; Mary could be the quiet one, simply laughing at the boys’ ham-fisted jokes. She was thrilled that she appeared to have her first-ever beau. Prosser was sweet and considerate and she liked watching the muscles of his arms as he pulled on the oars.


It was the first of many meetings between the four over the long, lazy days of summer. The Miss Nolands never questioned Wallis’s excuses for their absences and seemed happy to encourage the friendship.


One afternoon, while the four of them were picnicking, Wallis and Lloyd wandered off into the woods together. Prosser lay on his side, propped up on his elbow, gazing at Mary as she reclined on the grass.


‘You’re the purtiest girl I ever did see,’ he said. ‘I’m one lucky boy.’


‘Thank you.’ She smiled.


‘I sure got the purtier of the two of you, no question about it,’ he said.


‘You’re very kind,’ she replied. ‘But Wallis is pretty too.’


‘Not like you.’ He leaned closer, his eyes all soft and melting. ‘Can I kiss you? Just a little kiss?’


Mary sat bolt upright. ‘Absolutely not! You scoundrel! What kind of girl do you think I am?’


He shrugged, shamefaced. ‘Your friend lets Lloyd kiss her all the time.’


Mary coloured. ‘I don’t believe you. What a black lie!’


As they walked back to camp after their dates, Wallis and Mary usually swapped stories about what the boys had said or done. It was on the tip of Mary’s tongue to tell Wallis what Prosser had reported. Surely she would be outraged that he had made up such a scandalous falsehood?


But for some reason she didn’t mention it. Deep down, she suspected it might be true.




Chapter 3


Baltimore, autumn 1912


IN THE FALL OF 1912, WALLIS AND MARY ARRIVED at Oldfields boarding school in Baltimore to begin the final two years of their education among fifty-six of Maryland’s finest daughters. They were delighted to find they were sharing a room, and that Miss Rosalie Noland, another sister from the family who ran the summer camp, would be their tutor. Wallis had developed a crush on the Nolands’ thirty-five-year old brother, Philip, and he had long since supplanted Lloyd Tabb in her affections, but Mary still corresponded with Prosser, in an exchange of letters that was sweetly innocent. He wrote to her about the harvest, or the welfare of the farm animals, and she replied telling him of a new hat she had purchased, or a romantic novel she had read.


Wallis and Mary’s room had floral wallpaper, two iron-framed beds and a washstand with a Delft-pattern jug and ewer. On the door there was a sign printed with the school motto: ‘Gentleness and Courtesy are Expected at All Times’, and they soon realised this was posted on every door throughout the sprawling mid-nineteenth-century building, prompting some hilarity.


‘Allow me to gently pass you the cream for your coffee,’ Wallis joked at breakfast.


‘May I courteously offer you some butter?’ Mary riposted.


Wallis’s quick sense of humour soon made her popular amongst the other girls. She was a talented mimic who could capture the Scottish burr of the headmistress, Nan McCulloch, to perfection: ‘No talking after lights out, girrrls. And no drrreaming about boys.’ She could do a decent English accent too. One of the girls, Eleanor Jessop, was from England. Her family were visiting Baltimore for a year because of her father’s business interests and she was attending the school as a day pupil rather than a boarder. Wallis listened carefully to her accent, asking her to repeat phrases such as ‘My father can’t row boats’, until she had mastered the unfamiliar vowel sounds.


Sometimes, if Mary came upon Wallis chatting head to head or strolling in the grounds with another girl, she felt a quick stab of jealousy, but deep down she knew there was no need. Wallis would always wave her across to join them and make it clear that Mary was her best friend, her chosen one.


‘What’s it like to have sisters?’ Wallis asked one day.


Mary considered. ‘They can be annoying. They borrow clothes and books without asking, and my older sister Buckie is patronising. But I guess they have their uses.’


‘Am I like a sister to you?’ Wallis asked. ‘Are you as close to me as you are to Buckie and Anne?’


Mary shook her head firmly. ‘We’re much closer. I could never tell them half the things we talk about.’


‘We can be honorary sisters then,’ Wallis said, taking Mary’s hand. ‘Sisters who chose one another rather than ones we got stuck with because of the family we were born into. I like that idea. I don’t have enough relatives. There’s just Mom, Mr Rasin, Aunt Bessie, Uncle Sol and a few cousins – hardly any of us.’


‘Of course I’ll be your honorary sister.’ Mary beamed with pleasure. ‘I’d love to.’
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Wallis wasn’t a rebellious pupil. Her grades were perfectly good, the teachers liked her and she didn’t get scolded any more than the next girl. What separated her from the herd, Mary thought, was that she had more imagination. She was always thinking of new projects and had the gumption to make them happen. Wallis was the one who smuggled in some cod liver oil and saw to it that they both held their noses and swallowed a spoonful every morning because she had read a magazine article that said it could help you lose weight. (Not that Wallis needed it: she was slender as a rake while Mary had a tendency towards plumpness.) Wallis was the one who got hold of some household bleach and applied it to the freckles on Mary’s nose, causing it to become red and sore, then invented a ridiculous story involving a tennis racquet and a suddenly opening door to explain the disfigurement to Miss Noland. Wallis was the one who asked Eleanor Jessop to give them a list of places one might meet Prince Edward if one happened to be in England, just so that Mary might have a chance of bumping into her idol one day.


‘He’s studying at Oxford University,’ Eleanor told them, ‘and he plays in the polo club there. According to the newspapers he simply loves polo.’


‘There you are!’ Wallis winked at Mary. ‘You just have to become an expert on polo, turn up at a game – are they called games? – and let him catch sight of your beauty. I do feel for poor Prosser, though. You’re going to give him his first lesson in heartache.’


‘Oh goodness, it’s not like that.’ Mary blushed. ‘We’re both too young for it to be serious.’


‘My mom always said you should take puppy love seriously. She told me: “If you step on a puppy’s tail, it hurts just as much as if you step on a dog’s.”’


Mary couldn’t tell if Wallis was joking or not, but she began to feel bad that she might be leading Prosser on. She wrote to him trying tactfully to explain that she enjoyed his friendship but that was all. Unfortunately, she was caught by Miss McCulloch as she slipped out of school to mail her letter. Writing to boys was strictly forbidden and Miss McCulloch decided to raise the subject at their devotions the following morning.


‘You are all young women of good breeding. When you are wed one day, your husband will want to be assured that he is the one and only . . .’ She gazed around the room, her hawk eyes resting on one girl after another. ‘I suspect you do not appreciate the seriousness of corresponding with a young man who is not a relative. It is an act that could have the most profound repercussions, and should never be undertaken lightly.’ She paused for effect. ‘Now it has come to my attention that one Oldfields girl has been writing to a boy she met at summer camp. I ask you all, if there are any others engaged in a similarly foolish correspondence, to confess now so that we may repair the situation before it is too late.’


Wallis was the first to raise her hand and, lent courage by her example, more followed, until all but two of the pupils had their hands in the air. Miss McCulloch’s face flushed and for a moment it seemed she might burst into tears, but she regained her composure.


‘I want to speak to each girl who raised her hand. In private. In my study.’


They queued to go in, one by one, and emerged several minutes later with downcast eyes. After her turn, Wallis made a beeline for Mary and described her private conversation with the head.


‘She wanted to know to whom I have been writing,’ she grinned, ‘and you should have seen her face when I told her it was none other than the Miss Nolands’ brother. She muttered, “He should know better,” so I guess she will put a stop to it.’ She shrugged. ‘But I don’t care. He’s too old for me anyhow.’


The scandalous disclosure that all but two of the pupils were writing to boys provided the subject for several weeks’ worth of entertaining chatter. Letters were passed around for comment and photographs shown in secret. Girls who had not been particular friends now had something in common. It rather livened up the winter of 1912–13 at Oldfields.


When, on 4 April 1913, Miss Rosalie Noland came to their classroom during an English history lesson and asked Wallis to accompany her to Miss McCulloch’s office, Mary’s first thought was to wonder what her friend had done now. Which rule had she transgressed? She couldn’t think of anything in particular, but the school had so many rules it was hard to get through a day without breaking a few.


Ten minutes later, Miss Noland returned and asked Mary to come with her.


‘What is it about?’ Mary whispered as they walked down the corridor.


‘Your friend needs you,’ Miss Noland replied, and her tone was gentle. That was odd.


Mary followed her to the bedroom the girls shared, where she found Wallis shoving some clothes into a leather weekend bag and sobbing hard, her eyes red and her face shiny with tears.


Mary ran to her, threw an arm round her, pulled her in for a hug. ‘My God, what happened?’ she asked.


‘Mr Rasin d-died,’ Wallis stuttered. Her breath was ragged, her chest shuddering.


‘No!’


‘H-how can I have lost two fathers by the age of seventeen?’ Wallis wailed. ‘What is wrong with me?’


She clung to Mary and wept with abandon, her skinny frame shaking, tears soaking the shoulder of Mary’s dress.


Mary didn’t know what to say. Wallis must be terrified. Who would support her and her mother now? Without Mr Rasin paying the fees, would she even be able to continue her schooling? Mary felt a pain in her chest, a tightness as if the grief were hers too, and she hugged Wallis even harder.


‘I’ll be your friend for life,’ she promised. ‘Your honorary sister. Always and forever, until the very end of time.’




Chapter 4


Paris, 31 August 1997


RACHEL GOT OUT OF THE TAXI AND LOOKED AT the throng of photographers with huge black cameras in their hands and extra ones slung around their jackets. She could hardly see the crashed car because the tunnel was only dimly illuminated by some strip lights set high on either side, and the flashbulbs created a flickering glare around the scene.


‘Are you sure it’s Diana?’ She almost had to shout to be heard over the noise.


Alex seemed in a hurry to return to the scene. ‘I caught a glimpse of a blonde head. There’s a doctor tending her.’


‘Is she badly hurt?’


‘I don’t know. One of the photographers heard her speaking.’


Rachel felt a wave of disgust. ‘Imagine what it must be like for her trapped in the middle of that.’ The men swarming round the car were like a SWAT team on a military assault, their cameras like weapons.


Alex shook his head, pulling his hand from her grip. ‘I’m going to see if I can help. They might need a translator.’


His French was fluent, so that made sense. More people were arriving every minute, making their way towards the wrecked car, jostling for a view. Where were the police? Someone should move them on.


A burst of rage engulfed her and she marched up to the nearest photographers. ‘Laisse la tranquille!’ she yelled, standing in front of them.


One shouted back at her in rapid French, clearly swearing, and lifted his camera to shoot over her head.


‘Arrête!’ She held up her palm. Poor Diana. Rachel was no monarchist; in the seventies she had been a punk, with the ‘God Save the Queen’ T-shirt and short bleached-blonde hair to prove it, but at the same time she couldn’t help being fascinated by the glamorous princess who had breathed life into the moribund monarchy. The royal wedding had been every little girl’s fairy tale come true.


Unable to think of more phrases in French, she began to lambast the photographers in English. ‘She’s injured. This is obscene. Stop it!’


She pushed past them, trying to block the intrusive lenses, and that was when she caught sight of Diana. She was in a strange position, kneeling in the well between the front and back seats, almost facing backwards. She must have spun round with the force of the collision. There was an oxygen mask covering her face but the hairstyle was undoubtedly hers. What was she thinking as she knelt there, so vulnerable?


‘You bastards!’ Rachel screamed at the pack. ‘Arrête!’


She couldn’t see any of the other passengers or the driver, but got a fleeting impression of an arm, the back of a head, some legs that seemed at the wrong angle to the body, a dark glimmer that could only be blood. The front left side of the car was a twisted mass of buckled and torn metal. She turned away, not wanting to see more, sick from the smell of petrol and the sheer horror of it all. Sirens heralded the arrival of the first police cars and, looking towards the tunnel entrance, Rachel saw they were closing off the perimeter. An ambulance with lights flashing drove up the other side of the carriageway and screeched to a halt. She watched the crew leap out and push their way through the crowd. Some photographers seemed reluctant to stand aside and she screamed: ‘For God’s sake, move!’ A few bystanders joined her in remonstrating with them.


Someone – the police, she imagined – switched on bright arc lights that illuminated the scene in an eerie glow. It was a grim, claustrophobic place, with a harsh row of rectangular concrete pillars separating the two carriageways. The walls were made of dimpled textured concrete, the ceiling blackened with decades of exhaust fumes.


She could see Alex near the car and wondered if he was speaking to the princess. Perhaps it would be comforting for her to hear an English accent. He was used to dealing with celebrities in his job. Too many people tiptoed round in awe of their fame, but Alex gave honest opinions, and they seemed to appreciate it.


The police were rounding up photographers, sending them to wait at the end of the tunnel. One man was arguing, reluctant to hand over his camera. Rachel walked back to their taxi, where the driver was behind the wheel once more. She hoped Alex would join her because she didn’t want the police to get the impression he was part of the press pack.


At that moment, she saw him approaching, his expression grim. He opened the door and climbed in.


‘She’s still in the wreckage,’ he reported. ‘They’re cutting the roof off.’


The taxi driver interrupted to ask, ‘Que se passe-t-il?’ and Alex translated for him.


‘Who else is in the car?’ Rachel asked. ‘Oh God, it’s not her sons, is it?’


Alex squeezed her knee. ‘No, it’s Dodi Al-Fayed, a bodyguard and their driver. Dodi and the driver are dead.’


During the summer, the papers had been full of the news that the Princess was dating Al-Fayed, son of the Egyptian owner of Harrods department store. Rachel was shocked to hear he was dead. She was about to ask Alex how he knew, but couldn’t face hearing any grisly details.


Cars and motorbikes were starting to move out of the tunnel. A policeman came over and Alex got out to talk to him, leaving his door open. Rachel could hear the officer asking for their names, writing them in a notebook. Alex explained that they were on holiday but flying home the next day, and he gave the name and address of their hotel. The policeman asked if they would stop in at the Criminal Brigade headquarters on quai des Orfèvres before they left, insisting they must give statements even though they had not seen the crash itself.


Their driver made a U-turn and headed out of the tunnel the way they had come. Rachel glanced at her watch: nearly one in the morning. They had been there over half an hour. The ambulance was still in the same spot so she guessed Diana had not yet been freed from the wreck. She must be petrified.


‘Did you translate for the Princess? How was she?’


Alex shook his head. ‘The doctor knew enough English. It looks as if she has a head wound, maybe a broken leg.’


‘And a broken heart too, if it was serious with Dodi. She’ll be very shocked.’


They sat in silence holding hands the rest of the way to the hotel, and when they got to their room, Alex flicked on the television set. Every channel was showing pictures of the ambulance taking Diana to the Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital, where, the commentator assured viewers, a team of top specialists was waiting to take over her care. Rachel kicked off her heels, which had been pinching all evening, and listened from the bathroom as she wiped off her make-up, brushed her teeth and changed into a 1930s satin robe.


When she returned to the bedroom, Alex was holding a small silver-coloured object. He stretched out his hand to show her. ‘This fell out of the car while the doctor was trying to move Diana. No one else noticed, so I picked it up.’


Rachel took it from him. It was a tiny heart with the Roman numeral XVII engraved on one side. Seventeen. It was heavy and had a whitish tinge that made her think it was platinum rather than silver.


‘Do you think it’s hers?’


Alex shrugged. ‘There weren’t any other women in the car.’


Rachel turned it over. The back was engraved with the initial J. ‘You’d better give it to the police when we go to the station tomorrow,’ she said, and he nodded.


‘Yeah, will do.’


On screen, the ambulance was shown pulling into the hospital grounds, and Rachel lay back on her pillow and closed her eyes, the scent of petrol still in her nostrils. What a strange night it had been: first the proposal and now this. She felt shell-shocked by it all.




Chapter 5


Paris, 31 August 1997


‘RACHEL, WAKE UP!’ 


She came round slowly from the blankness of deep sleep. Alex was rubbing her shoulder.


‘She’s dead,’ he blurted, the words catching in his throat. In the background she could hear a murmur of French words emanating from the television set, their tone sombre, factual.


Who was dead? She glanced at the clock by the bedside: 6 a.m. The events of a few hours earlier flashed into her brain and she rolled over to face him.


‘Do you mean Diana?’


He nodded without taking his eyes off the screen.


She felt a jolt of unreality and pulled herself to a sitting position. ‘How is that possible? You said she was talking in the car.’


A press conference was being held. A man identified on the screen as ‘Sir Michael Jay, Ambassadeur du Royaume-Uni en France’ spoke in English: ‘The death of the Princess of Wales fills us all with deep shock and deep grief.’ His words translated into French scrolled along the bottom of the screen. A doctor explained that she had suffered catastrophic internal injuries, and that although they had resuscitated her at the scene and operated as soon as she reached the hospital, there was nothing that could be done.


‘I can’t believe it.’ Alex’s voice sounded wobbly. Rachel noticed he was still dressed, hadn’t got into bed.


‘Poor woman,’ she murmured. ‘All those photographers were taking her picture as she was dying. It was grotesque.’


Someone on the television was speaking in French now, and Alex listened. ‘Her bodyguard is alive but seriously injured. I was right about the other two, the driver and Dodi Al-Fayed. They’re both dead.’


Scrolling headlines confirmed his words.


‘Oh my God, her boys!’ Rachel exclaimed, the implications beginning to sink in. ‘I wonder if anyone has told them yet?’ She couldn’t remember what ages they were; in their early teens, perhaps.


Alex was only half listening, still focused on the television. ‘The news anchor says they’ve informed Prince Charles and the Queen, but the boys will be told in the morning.’ The words caught in his throat again. His own mother had died when he was twelve, and there must be echoes for him of that traumatic time.


Rachel put an arm round him, stroked his back, and he turned to her, stricken. ‘I don’t understand why they couldn’t save her. What the hell were they doing?’


She shook her head, uncomprehending. A woman a couple of years younger than her; a mother. She supposed these tragedies happened all the time, but not to such globally famous people. Her parents’ generation always said they could remember what they were doing when they heard the news that President John F. Kennedy had been shot; this was clearly destined to become the touchstone moment for her generation – and she had been there.


‘Did you hear what she said in the car? Did she know how badly she was injured?’


‘I didn’t hear myself,’ Alex replied, ‘but one of the photographers told me she turned to look at Dodi and exclaimed, “Oh my God.” Then she said, “Leave me alone,” when one of them tried to help her. That’s all I know.’


‘She wasn’t bleeding, was she?’


‘A tiny trickle of blood on her forehead. Nothing on her clothes that I could see.’


He had been close enough to reach out and touch the Princess had he wanted to, and he had seen enough of the other occupants of the car to know that two of them were dead. Rachel wondered if he was in shock.


She got out of bed, filled the kettle with water from the bathroom tap and set it to boil. There were PG Tips tea bags and sachets of Nescafé along with cartons of long-life milk on a tray. She put tea bags in two of the cups and waited for the kettle to boil, watching the images on the television with a sense of unreality. There was the tunnel, still closed to traffic but with a street-cleaning truck already at work inside; the exterior of the hospital swarming with media types; archive footage of Balmoral, where the royals were staying.


‘They’re saying the paparazzi caused it,’ Alex told her. ‘They chased the Princess’s Mercedes from the Ritz Hotel, where she and Dodi had dinner. Perhaps one of them cut in front and the driver swerved to avoid him.’


Rachel stirred milk into one of the cups of tea, noticing that her hand was trembling, then passed it to Alex.


‘Those cameras with the big long lenses were like guns. The photographers were feral. Lawless.’ She gave an involuntary shudder and her own tea slopped into its saucer.


‘It’s not a very tasteful way to earn a living, that’s for sure.’


They watched the screen in silence, sipping the tea, which had a slight metallic taste. It was hard to accept that the iconic presence was gone for ever: Di in her flak jacket in an African village; in an evening gown at the ballet; or in those mumsy two-pieces she wore for the meet-and-greets that were part of modern royalty. If only they had got it wrong: a case of mistaken identity. If only she wasn’t dead.


Out loud, Rachel said: ‘I wish it wasn’t true. I wish some nurse in the mortuary would suddenly notice her eyelashes flutter, or a tiny gasp for breath, and rush her back up to a ward where doctors manage to revive her.’


Alex shook his head. ‘The doctors will have tried absolutely everything known to medical science. The eyes of the world were on them. To have saved her would have been a major coup. No, the only thing that concerns me is how slow they were in getting her to hospital. It must have been at least two hours after the accident. That could have made the difference between life and death.’


Rachel felt goose bumps prick her skin. If only they could turn back the clock, do things differently. If only.
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They had planned to spend the day wandering round Montparnasse but both felt dazed from lack of sleep. Instead, they had café au lait in a street café. Alex ate an omelette but Rachel didn’t feel like food. When he had finished, they went straight to the Criminal Brigade headquarters to give their statements.


After half an hour sitting in a crowded waiting room that smelled of stale garlic, Rachel was taken to a windowless interview room. There was barely space to squeeze round the table and chairs set in the middle. She let the young female police officer take a photocopy of her passport and write down the name of the restaurant where they had dined, the bar where they had danced cheek-to-cheek after dinner and the hotel where they had stayed. The woman spoke only rudimentary English but Rachel refused her offer of waiting till later when a translator might be available and answered in school French. She had only seen the Princess from a distance, she said, because the photographers were in the way. She wanted to express how sickening it was to watch them snapping away, but the best she could do was, ‘Les photographes étaient horribles.’


Her interview was soon over, but when she got back to the waiting room, Alex was nowhere to be seen. She sat down to wait, flicking through her guidebook. A smiling Frenchman leaned across and asked: ‘May I read your skirt?’ She was wearing a fifties swing skirt with a pattern of old French newspaper extracts set over illustrations of Paris’s tourist attractions. It had seemed appropriate for a visit to the city but now it felt twee. She smiled politely and returned to the guidebook.


Alex took ages – at least another hour – and when he emerged he was pale and tense. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he whispered, taking her hand, pulling her to her feet.


‘How did it go?’ she asked once they were out in the warm sunshine.


‘Awful! The officer was quite hostile. I had to mark on a chart exactly where I was standing and try and tell them where each of the photographers was. He showed me pictures of the seven men they’ve arrested, but I only recognised a couple. It wasn’t them I was focusing on.’


‘Of course not.’ She slipped an arm through his. ‘Did you give them the little heart?’


He cleared his throat. ‘I didn’t like to. They seemed antagonistic, and the last thing I want is to be charged with tampering with a crime scene.’


Rachel was worried. ‘What if you can be seen picking it up in the CCTV footage?’


‘I dunno.’ He looked sideways at her. ‘I guess I’ve got time to come up with an excuse. Amnesia, dementia, something like that.’


‘I’ll vouch for it,’ she said in an attempt at humour.


He pulled the heart from his pocket. ‘Can you keep it in your bag?’ he asked. ‘I’m scared I might lose it.’


She zipped it into the loose-change compartment of her purse.


Back at the hotel, the aloof receptionist informed them that because they hadn’t checked out before noon, they would be charged for an extra day’s stay.


‘In that case, I’m going to get some kip,’ Alex announced. ‘OK with you? I’m beat.’


Rachel agreed. It seemed a shame when they had five hours left in Paris before they had to head for the airport, but she felt dizzy with exhaustion.


Alex switched on the TV as soon as they got into the room, and they saw Prince Charles and Diana’s two sisters arriving at the hospital. Rachel blinked back tears as she tried to imagine how she would feel if her own sister died.


‘Charles is the last person Diana would want there,’ Alex commented, stepping out of his trousers. He pulled back the sheet and within seconds of lying down he was asleep.


Rachel studied him for a minute: his sandy hair tousled on the pillow, his strong back, the curve of his calf. Then she retrieved the remote control from beneath his arm and stopped to watch as Mohamed Al-Fayed emerged from the hospital with bowed head. The poor man. The news broadcasts were almost exclusively about Diana, while Dodi and the driver were relegated to afterthoughts. She gave a little shiver and clicked off the TV.




Chapter 6


Baltimore, October 1914


‘MISS MARY, IT’S FOR YOU,’ THE HOUSEKEEPER called and Mary leapt from her seat in the morning room, clutching a large white envelope to her chest as she ran into the hallway.


‘Hi, Wallie,’ she trilled down the mouthpiece in the top of the candlestick-style transmitter, holding the cylindrical receiver to her ear. ‘Has your mail arrived?’ She bit her lip.


‘It sure has,’ came the deep voice, ‘and I’m holding a Bachelors’ Cotillion invitation right here in my hand!’ Wallis could barely contain her excitement. ‘I assume you got one too?’


‘Yes!’ Mary giggled in delight. ‘Oh, thank God!’ She had been worried Wallis might not receive the prestigious invitation because her mother was not wealthy, and they lived in an apartment in a less salubrious part of town. But the extended Warfield family had connections in the right places and Wallis would go to the ball. It would have meant social death to be excluded.


‘We have so much to discuss. Shall I come over?’


‘Yes, but hurry! There are only six weeks to go!’


Mary was still in her morning housecoat with curling papers in her hair, but there was no need to get dressed for a visit from Wallis, who spent so much time in the Kirk household she practically lived there. At least once a week she stayed over, and the girls spent several hours together each day.


When Wallis arrived, they scurried up to Mary’s bedroom to talk in peace, away from her sisters’ interruptions. First they examined each other’s invitations, then dived into the most important topic of the day: what they were going to wear. Because of the war raging in Europe, each debutante had been asked to sign a pledge that they would not indulge in the usual ‘rivalry of elegance’ and ‘extravagance in entertaining’ that season. Both Wallis and Mary had signed, but it made the clothing choice even more tricky: they could not look too fancy, but they still wanted to be ‘très chic’, as Wallis put it.


‘Mother is taking me to Fuechsl’s tomorrow,’ Mary said. ‘I wanted to go today in case all the best frocks sell out, but she’s having tea with a friend. Will you come and help me choose? We can look for one for you too . . .’ Her voice trailed off. Wallis’s mother would never be able to afford the prices at the town’s most fashionable shop.


‘Of course I’ll come with you, but I’ve already decided what I want to wear. Look at this.’ Wallis reached into a pocket and produced a picture torn from a magazine. ‘It’s Irene Castle in Watch Your Step on Broadway. Look how pretty her dress is!’


It had a satin bodice and a chiffon skirt that fell to just below the knee, with bands of satin and pearl-encrusted embroidery looping around.


‘It’s divine,’ Mary breathed. ‘A dream of a frock. But if you got one like this, what would you wear on your shoulders?’


‘There could be chiffon over the shoulders, like so.’ Wallis swept her hands to demonstrate. ‘I’ll get Mother’s dressmaker to make it up in white.’ A shadow passed across her face. ‘First I’ll have to persuade Uncle Sol to part with the money. I’ll give it my best Southern charm, and emphasise how important it is for the family name that I shine on my society debut. Heavens to Betsy! I might even meet a rich husband there and that would get me off his hands.’


Mary laughed. They’d often talked about the qualities they wanted in a future husband. Mary hoped for someone kind, who shared her interest in reading and music so they could swap books and go to concerts together. Wallis had always been clear that she wanted a wealthy husband, and Mary could understand why. Uncle Sol, her late father’s brother, doled out money inconsistently, sometimes leaving Wallis and her mother in near penury, then stepping in just before the rent was due or the coal merchant was about to stop supplying them. A rich husband would give her the financial security she craved. Of course, it went without saying that their future spouses must be handsome and charming, with impeccable dress sense and a fine line in repartee.


After they had exhausted the subject of their outfits, down to the last accessory, they discussed who they would take along. Each debutante could invite two or three partners, usually family members. Wallis had already decided upon her cousin Henry and the husband of her cousin Lelia.


‘I will tell Henry that if no one else asks, he must dance every dance with me,’ she insisted. ‘I couldn’t bear to be a wallflower, not with everyone watching.’


‘For goodness’ sake, you would never be a wallflower,’ Mary protested. ‘I’ve never known a girl have so many admirers. Carter Osburn would dance every single dance with you given the chance.’


They discussed which boys of their acquaintance could be guaranteed to ask them for dances and which might need a nudge. Their invited guests must be briefed to step in if there seemed to be even a remote possibility of them having to sit out a number.


‘This will be the most important evening of our lives so far,’ Wallis said dramatically. ‘Possibly the most important ever.’
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The evening of 7 December came, and all their careful plans went like clockwork. They arrived at the Lyric Theatre on the arms of their escorts, clutching their bouquets. Wallis looked ravishing, and when Mary went over to greet her, she noticed she was wearing a hint of rouge on each cheek, something that was considered a little ‘fast’.


‘You look beautiful, Miss Warfield,’ she beamed.


‘You too, kiddo. Let the fun begin!’


The first impression inside the theatre was of a profusion of flowers; boxes of each girl’s favourite bloom arranged next to each other merged into one long, lush scented garland. The seats had been removed to create a dance floor and the stage was decorated as a magical forest bower where supper would be served. The band struck up the first number and for the next few hours Wallis and Mary scarcely saw each other as they were whirled round the floor by a succession of partners. They danced the one-step, the foxtrot and the German waltz to songs like ‘When You Wore a Tulip’, ‘Land of My Best Girl’ and ‘Tsin-Tsin’. The final song, ‘Parfum d’Amour’, was played just after eleven, but that still wasn’t the end of the evening. A young crowd, including Wallis and Mary, jumped into automobiles and drove to the Baltimore Country Club, where they danced till dawn was streaking the sky as if with a giant brushstroke of orangey-pink paint.


The following afternoon, Wallis lay on Mary’s bed as they dissected the evening.


‘I danced three dances with Carter Osburn,’ Wallis said, making a face. ‘I’m lucky to have any toes left.’


Mary smiled. ‘He’s so sweet on you, he would be your beau in a heartbeat.’


Wallis wrinkled her nose. ‘I like his car . . .’ Carter drove a Packard. ‘But he’s a little on the short side, don’t you think? And he never stops talking.’


‘What about Arthur Stump? He’s tall and silent. I rode in his Ford to the country club and thought he was a good driver.’


‘Yeah, Arthur’s nice. But I’m not sure he has much gumption. He’s what my mother would call “a big drink of water”.’


‘You sound disappointed, Wallie. Was the evening not as magical as you expected?’


Wallis tilted her head to one side and considered. ‘I guess I wanted to fall in love and there wasn’t anyone to fall in love with. Don’t you agree? They’re all nice boys, but none of them is it.’


Mary laughed. ‘We’re only eighteen; I don’t think we qualify as old maids yet.’
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Over the social season, from December through April, they attended at least one ball, dinner party, luncheon or tea dance every week, and both Mary and Wallis collected a coterie of male admirers: Tony Biddle, Reggie Hutchison, Bryan Dancy, Harvey Rowland and many more. Sometimes the girls invited a couple of boys to Mary’s house after dinner to have a cool drink and a chat. Wallis was in her element on such occasions, and Mary enjoyed them too. She had become more confident about talking to boys now she spent more time in their company, and she tried to follow Wallis’s lead and ask them about sports, cars, or what career they intended to pursue. Mary’s parents left them unchaperoned in the living room, but if they got too noisy, or if the boys stayed past curfew time, her father would bang on the ceiling with his shoe.


It was traditional for each debutante’s family to throw a coming-out party for her. Mary’s mother hosted a stylish luncheon at the Baltimore Country Club, but although Wallis pleaded with Uncle Sol, he refused to pay for an event in her honour.


‘I can’t sanction the expenditure in wartime,’ he said, and would not be moved, even by his niece’s tears.


Wallis and Mary seldom thought about the war. Europe was a long way away, so Uncle Sol’s argument that it was ‘no time for festivities’ carried little weight.


‘It’s not even America’s war,’ Wallis grumbled. ‘He really is insufferable.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Mary reassured her. ‘You’re the most popular debutante even without throwing a party, and everyone agrees you are the best dressed. Millicent Beacham was positively green with envy over your cloth-of-gold gown.’


‘Millicent?’ Wallis raised one eyebrow with a wicked glint. ‘I wouldn’t rate her taste in fashion, would you? That gown with all the layers made her look like a prize cabbage at a country show.’


Mary laughed so hard she choked and Wallis had to pat her on the back until she stopped spluttering.
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In the summer of 1915, as the girls were making plans for the start of a new social season, Wallis’s paternal grandmother had a fall, and a few weeks later she passed away. The family went into formal mourning, which meant that Wallis would have to wear black and would not be allowed to socialise for six months. She was bitterly disappointed to think of all the balls and dinners taking place without her.


‘I’ll tell you every last detail,’ Mary promised. ‘But it won’t be the same without you. It’s going to be a very tedious winter.’


Later that day, after Wallis had gone home, Mary overheard her parents talking to her elder sister Buckie in the dining room. She paused at the door to listen.


‘I hope Mary will make some new friends this winter,’ Buckie was saying. ‘Wallis is clearly not a suitable companion.’


‘I agree,’ her mother said. ‘It could even affect our chances of marrying her into a good family. What do you think, Henry?’


‘Quite,’ her father muttered, his usual response when he did not want to be drawn into a discussion.


Mary burst into the room in a temper. ‘How dare you say such things about poor Wallis! It’s not her fault her father and her stepfather died. She and her mother don’t have much money but the family are perfectly respectable.’


‘The family might be,’ Buckie said, ‘but Wallis herself is just a bit . . . disreputable. I hear she flirts with all the boys and strings them along like pet pooches. It’s not fair to treat anyone like that.’


‘That’s not true!’ Mary shouted, her fists clenched by her side. For the first time since childhood she felt the urge to punch her sister, hard.


‘Darling, she wears rouge,’ her mother said. ‘Nice girls don’t wear make-up. You know that. It sends out all the wrong signals.’


‘It’s only because she has especially pale cheeks. You hardly notice it.’


Her mother sniffed, clearly thinking otherwise. ‘We can’t stop you seeing her, of course, but I hope you will treat this season as a chance to make new friends. Perhaps some of them will have eligible brothers. Wouldn’t that be lovely?’


Mary stood with her hands on her hips and declared passionately: ‘I will never abandon Wallis. Never.’


Then she turned and stomped from the room, slamming the door hard behind her.




Chapter 7


Baltimore, April 1916


Dearest Mary, 


You’re not going to believe this, but IT has happened. You know what I mean by IT? I’ve fallen head over heels in love. 


Mary gasped as she read the beginning of the letter. Wallis had only left a week earlier to visit her cousin Corinne in Pensacola, Florida. How could she have fallen in love already?


I know you won’t believe me. I can’t believe it myself as I’ve only known him for thirty-six hours, but I knew straight away when he arrived for luncheon yesterday. He walked into Corinne’s living room and I felt giddy and more alive than I’ve ever felt before. They say your heart skips a beat, but mine skipped so many beats it’s a wonder I didn’t collapse.


Mary read the letter quickly, feeling a stab in her own heart. I can’t be jealous of Wallie, she thought. One of us had to fall in love first, and I always knew it would be her.


I guess I’d better tell you all about him so you can see that I haven’t clean lost my mind. His name is Earl Winfield Spencer, and he’s a pilot who flies Curtiss N-91 planes out of the airbase here. It’s unbelievably brave and clever of him because everyone says they are devilish tricky to control. He’s tanned and lean, with dark hair and a moustache, and intense eyes I just want to sink into. You know I’ve always liked older men, don’t you? Well, he’s twelve years older, which seems to me exactly the right amount. He’s mature and worldly but still young in his outlook.


So he was over thirty? That seemed impossibly old to Mary.


We talked all through luncheon and afterwards he asked if he could call for me the following afternoon. Trying to appear nonchalant, I claimed I didn’t know what plans my cousins had for me but he said he didn’t care so long as those plans included him! So he returned the following afternoon (wearing his elegant white Navy uniform with gold stripes on the shoulders) and he stayed for dinner and we talked non-stop. He says he is going to teach me to play golf. Now, you and I know that I have not the slightest smidgen of interest in the game, but what a clever excuse to spend time together without a chaperone! I can’t wait to see him again. He only left half an hour ago and I should be trying to sleep but I simply had to tell you . . .


It’s one of her crushes, Mary thought. Like Philip Noland. Wallis couldn’t be properly in love with someone she had only met twice. But then, they had always agreed that they believed in love at first sight. Her mother said that was what it had been like for her and her father.


You will know instantly when IT happens to you, Wallis finished her letter. It’s as different from merely liking a boy as peaches are from pickles.


Mary felt critical. How could Wallis be so sure? Was love really so cut and dried? Buckie was sitting in a chair on the other side of the morning room working on some embroidery.


‘Do you think it’s possible to be in love with someone you’ve only met twice?’ Mary asked.


Buckie looked up. ‘Oh Lord, is Wallis in love? Who is it this time?’


‘He’s a pilot at Pensacola.’


Buckie gave a little grunt. ‘I can’t see Wallis as a Navy wife. She would hate it. They get moved round the country and have to live on military bases, in identical little houses. And there are lots of rules to follow, even for the wives. Wallis is not a rules type of girl, is she?’


Mary shrugged. ‘I suppose she could be for the right man.’


Buckie shook her head. ‘I would never marry an airman. Those machines are death traps. I heard the fuel tank is right behind the pilot’s head, so if they crash and the fuel ignites, they don’t stand a chance. Most die outright, but if they live, they’re horribly disfigured from the burns.’


Mary shuddered. ‘I hope she doesn’t have her heart broken by marrying someone who makes her a widow.’


‘She would find another man soon enough, if I know Wallis.’ Buckie returned to her needlework with pursed lips.


All day Mary pictured Wallis on a golf course in the Florida sunshine, with a tanned officer standing behind her, leaning over to adjust her grip on the club. She wrote back with pretended enthusiasm – How incredibly glamorous he sounds! – but felt as if she had a stone lodged in her heart. All day she was moody and out of sorts, unable to force herself to join the talk at dinner and pleading a headache afterwards so she could retire to her bedroom.


I must be a wicked person, she berated herself. Poor Wallie had a horrible winter so it’s only fair she has a bit of fun now.


Lying fully clothed on her silk bedspread, she mulled it over and realised she was not jealous because Wallis was happy; on the contrary, she was glad of that. It was just that she was scared she was going to lose her. She would no longer be Wallis’s closest friend in the world, and that would be hard to take. But Wallis was due back in just over three weeks, and maybe she would have gotten over her airman by then.
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Wallis wrote that she was extending her stay an extra couple of weeks so she could spend more time with her beloved ‘Win’. When that period was nearly up, she decided to stay another two weeks, then one last week. With each delay, Mary felt her friend slipping further away. It was impossible to express herself in letters, impossible to say how sad she felt at the distance between them. She had many other girlfriends in Baltimore, and had been spending time with her old schoolfriend Renée du Pont, but none of them had Wallis’s sparkle.


In early June, Wallis finally returned and she telephoned Mary straight away to ask if she might come over.


‘I’ve got so much to tell you,’ she gushed. ‘Things I couldn’t put into letters.’


Within an hour they were sitting in the rocker on the back porch of the Kirks’ house sipping lemonade from tall glasses. Wallis’s skin was golden from the Florida sun and she was more animated than Mary had ever seen her, with a permanent smile on her face and joy lighting up her eyes.


‘I’ve had the time of my life, Mary. I never thought I would meet someone who had all the qualities I’m looking for in one package.’


‘Is Win wealthy?’ Mary asked. ‘That was always your top priority.’


Wallis nodded. ‘Officers get paid plenty, and he’s bound to get promoted over the years. The Navy would provide a house for us on the base, and you get to choose your own decor. All the women are friends with each other, and there are parties at the San Carlos Hotel at weekends, with dancing and lots of liquor . . .’


Mary interrupted. ‘You talk as if you are planning to marry him.’


Wallis put a cautioning finger to her lips, with a mischievous glint in her eyes, then whispered: ‘He asked me a couple of weeks ago.’


Mary gasped, dismayed. ‘But you’ve hardly known each other any time!’


‘I know, but I’ve never been so sure of anything.’


‘What did he say? Tell me everything. Did you say yes straight away?’


Wallis giggled. ‘I told him he has to come and meet my mother, Aunt Bessie, Uncle Sol and you, and that if all of you approve he is in with a chance. You will approve, won’t you, Mary dearest?’


‘I’m sure I will. If you love him, I am bound to love him too.’


During the two weeks before Win arrived in Baltimore on leave, Wallis talked about him constantly, as if relaying every single memory from their time together stopped her missing him so badly. She told Mary that they used to walk along the beach in Pensacola picking up seashells, that they went to the movies and sat in the back seat holding hands, that they would slip out of the San Carlos Hotel to sit in his Ford and kiss.


‘Lips open or closed?’ Mary asked, and Wallis grinned.


‘Definitely open.’


Mary wore a smile that increasingly had to be forced as Wallis told her about Win’s background. ‘He was born in Chicago and graduated from Annapolis Naval Academy. He was serving in the Atlantic when he got interested in flying. All his superior officers tried to talk him out of it, but he knew it was the job for him. It’s hard to become a flyer, but as soon as he started, everyone said he was a natural.’


‘Isn’t it terribly dangerous?’


‘It is. Two men at his base died in a crash while I was there. I worry every time he takes to the air, but he says he knows his plane so well he could get out of any fix. He checks every last nut and bolt before he takes off.’


‘What if America joins the war?’ Mary asked. There had been talk of it since the Germans sank the passenger ship Lusitania the previous year. ‘He might have to go and fight in France.’


Wallis shivered. ‘I would support him all the way but I hope it doesn’t come to that.’ She switched mood. ‘Oh, I can’t wait for you to meet him. I know you’re going to adore him.’


‘Perhaps he will have a friend for me,’ Mary suggested lightly. She had plenty of beaus that summer but all of them casual. She would have loved to describe them to Wallis but couldn’t get a word in. Besides, they sounded dull in comparison to Win; none of them were pilots.


‘Wouldn’t that be fun?’ Wallis laughed. ‘I’ll definitely ask.’


Two weeks later, Win arrived, and after the couple had made a tour of the Warfield relatives, Mary was invited to meet them at the Baltimore Country Club, where they sat on a back veranda looking towards the golf course, arm in arm, like visiting royalty.


‘Miss Kirk,’ Win said, rising to greet her, ‘I do declare you are every bit as pretty as Wallis told me. What stunning auburn hair! Pray sit down.’ He pulled out a chair for her. ‘Can I offer you a cocktail?’


‘Iced tea would be perfect. Hello, Wallie.’


Win called the waiter to place the order, requesting a bourbon on the rocks for himself, and began talking about his impressions of Baltimore. ‘How fresh the summer air is compared to Pensacola. There you can always detect a hint of jet fuel in the breeze. But down south we have dolphins playing in the Gulf at sunset, which is a sight I never tire of.’


Mary watched him and could see right away what had appealed to Wallis. He was head and shoulders above the local boys, with their stilted conversation and gawky self-consciousness. Win was a man of the world, with laughing eyes that had little creases in the corners. Wallis was softer around him than Mary had ever seen her: girlish and winsome.


They told her they had met Uncle Sol that morning and he had given his permission for them to wed. Mary wasn’t surprised. She imagined he would be glad it was no longer his responsibility to subsidise Wallis.


‘What a distinguished gent,’ Win said. ‘So refined. We’re planning to get hitched as soon as possible, probably in the fall.’


‘You will be my bridesmaid, won’t you, Mary?’ Wallis pleaded.


‘Of course! I’d love to.’


They chatted about plans for the wedding, and Mary noticed that they caught eyes often, and that Win kept touching Wallis’s arm, her fingers, her hair, as if he couldn’t keep his hands off her. The thought made her blush and she fanned herself to cool her cheeks.


‘Will you move to Pensacola straight after the wedding?’ she asked, and Wallis said yes, adding that Mary had an open invitation.
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