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Dedication


To Noj, Andrew and Isabella








Prologue



The Duke of Windsor’s funeral, June 1972


In his coffin of English oak, on the Royal Air Force plane, he had gone before her. She had not wanted him to be alone on that last journey. But grief had weakened her and her doctor insisted she stay in Paris. A few days later a plane of the Queen’s Flight arrived to bring her to England for the funeral. Now they were almost here. Below, London spread flat and grey. There was the squiggle of the Thames, there the Tower, Tower Bridge, St Paul’s.


Wallis stared at her reflection in the cabin window. She had never felt old before. He had made her feel youthful and beautiful always. But with him gone, she was suddenly a woman in her late seventies.


Her once-smooth, pale skin was furrowed and powdered. Behind her brave red lipstick her mouth was wrinkled. Hair that had been naturally black and glossy was now dyed and lacquered. Only her navy-blue eyes were the same. Framed thickly with mascara, they registered shock and bewilderment.


She still could not believe it. It was a dream from which she would soon wake, in her bedroom at home in the Bois de Boulogne. Bwah de Bolone, as he always drawlingly pronounced it.


Opposite, her companion shifted in her armchair. ‘The Queen’s Flight might be the most prestigious in the world,’ she remarked, ‘but no one could claim its aircraft are the most luxurious.’


Wallis gave Grace a weary smile. She knew her old friend was only acting the spoilt part, trying to distract her from the trials that lay ahead. How would she bear a single moment of any of it? And yet borne it must be.


‘I suppose her Purple Passage has proved useful,’ Grace conceded, referring to the invisible red carpet in the sky that only the Queen’s Flight could use.


‘It’s called Purple Air Space,’ Wallis corrected. ‘As well you know!’


Grace had been Princess Radziwill in a former marriage – Jacqueline Kennedy’s sister Lee was the current one. Grace, meanwhile, had moved on to become the reigning Countess of Dudley. She and Wallis went back years; besides a dry sense of humour they shared a similar taste in clothes and an outsider’s perspective on the British upper class. Both were foreigners – Grace from Dubrovnik – and neither had been born aristocrats.


‘I’m grateful to Lilibet anyway,’ Wallis went on. ‘She’s been very kind. She came to see us, which was good of her.’


After decades of cold war with the Windsors, the call had come out of the blue. The Foreign Office relayed that the queen wished to visit her uncle at his Paris home. She would come during her five-day state visit to France.


Lilibet had clearly heard about the ex-king’s cancer. Someone had said that after the failed radiation treatment his life hung by a thread. She wanted to say goodbye, but only afterwards had the high-stakes game that was the run-up to the visit been revealed. Britain’s ambassador in Paris had been adamantly against the idea. It would, he had warned, spell disaster for Anglo-French relations if the ex-monarch died before the present one left England. The state visit would have to be cancelled and President de Pompidou would be greatly offended.


The farcical aspect this lent the situation would, in other circumstances, have amused the former Edward VIII. But he rose to the occasion. His country needed him. He was important in a way he hadn’t been these past thirty-six years. Through sheer strength of will he hung on and waited during the whole of the royal visit. Lilibet did not hurry, dazzling banquets at Versailles and the British Embassy in one tiara after another before touring Provence and attending the races. Finally, accompanied by Princes Philip and Charles, she arrived at rue du Champ d’Entraînement on a sunny May afternoon.


Grateful as she was to her niece-in-law, Wallis could not help being struck by the hideousness of the royal-blue hat and the horrible matching box-pleated suit. Amid the riot of pattern, Lilibet’s bow-shaped diamond brooch and three strings of perfect pearls were completely lost. How could such a naturally pretty woman with such wonderful skin contrive to seem so plain?


In his overcoat Philip had looked like a testy bank manager while Charles, his striped shirt clashing with his floral tie, had just looked uncomfortable. Beneath his checked tweed jacket, his shoulders sloped. His eyebrows too; his face wore a permanent expression of weary disappointment.


Wallis had felt sorry for him. She knew what it was to be steamrollered by the Windsors. And Charles was obviously terrified of his father, whose mannerisms he seemed condemned to imitate; pulling at his cuffs, clasping his hands, even walking with one arm behind his back.


As she entered the airy marble-floored hall, Lilibet had glanced without comment on the great silk Garter banner fixed to the ornate balcony. If she was surprised, in the drawing room of an abdicated monarch, to take tea under his full-length portrait in kingly robes and another of Queen Mary in all her splendour, she did not show it.


Philip had been another matter, lounging against the Louis XV sofa and gazing satirically around at the collection of Meissen pug dogs and Black Diamond and Gin-Seng, their panting real-life counterparts. ‘Is it true you’ve got one called Peter Townsend?’ he had smirked.


‘We used to,’ Wallis had answered levelly. ‘But we gave the Group Captain away.’


‘Ha. As did Margaret, of course.’


Tea over, she took Elizabeth II upstairs to the orange sitting room on the first floor. Uncle David, as she called him, using the name the family always had, was fixed and threaded with tubes and clamps to the drip that sustained his life. He had, however, insisted his doctor hid the latter behind the curtains and the former beneath his clothes. His wizened face, still handsome beneath his combed silver hair, blazed with delight when Lilibet came in. He did his courtly best, rising from his wheelchair with great difficulty to bow and kiss his royal visitor on both cheeks. Still the fashion plate, he had sported a perfectly cut blue blazer and a silk cravat round his withered throat. They talked for exactly fifteen minutes.


But afterwards, once the queen had left, David seemed annoyed.


‘Oh, David. You didn’t ask her about my HRH again?’ Exasperation and love twisted within Wallis. Surely he hadn’t wasted a precious – and final – personal interview with the sovereign on something so utterly pointless? The Windsors would never let her be a Royal Highness and she didn’t care anyway. But David did, passionately, and had spent a lifetime trying to bring it about.


Wordless, spent from the recent effort, he shook his head. But he was growling, trying to speak, and eventually she gathered that he had been irked by his doctor, Monsieur Thin, not being presented to Her Majesty. ‘He would have remembered it all his life.’


She shook her head. Oh, the irony. No one was ever more aware of the power of the Crown than David, who had been so eager to give it up.


He had lasted just nine days after that. On the night he died, black ravens, harbingers of death, sat in the bright leaves outside his window. They had come for him. When, much later, she was called by the nurse it was to see that Black Diamond, who always slept on his bed, now lay on the rug on the floor. The pug too knew what was about to happen. At 2.20 in the morning, the one-time King Edward VIII of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions Beyond the Seas, Emperor of India, breathed his last. It was 28 May 1972.











Chapter One


Honeymoon in Paris, 1928


The hotel room was dingy and had an odd smell. There was a brass double bed whose counterpane sagged in the middle. The floral wallpaper was faded, with rust-edged stains.


Two long windows looked out into the street. Wallis went across to them. The window opposite had dried-up plants and dirty curtains.


She had not expected Paris to look like this. All the way over on the boat from Dover she had imagined views of the Eiffel Tower. But Wallis was an optimist, and never more so than now. This was her wedding day. A fresh start. A new life.


There was a mirror on the wall by the window, positioned to throw light on the face. Critically, she examined hers. She was no longer young – thirty-four at her last birthday – but she looked pretty good, she thought. Poised, sleek, fashionable. And hopeful, most of all.


Her wedding outfit – primrose-yellow dress, sky-blue coat – made a colourful contrast to the glossy black hair centre-parted and curled in two ‘earphones’. In her pale face her lips were a bold slash of red. If, in her dark-blue eyes, there was still something sad behind the sparkle, that would not stay long. Everything would be fine from now on.


They had married that morning in London. At the Chelsea Register Office, as both were divorcees. But Wallis did not regret being unable to wed in church. She had done that the first time round, and to a cad. Ernest could not be more different. He was a fine, kind, honourable man, and she was a lucky woman.


A movement in the mirror caught her eye. She saw that the bellhop who had brought their bags up was still standing in the doorway, scratching himself.


‘Ernest,’ she prompted, smiling. ‘I think he expects a tip.’


Her new husband rummaged in his overcoat pocket and handed over a small coin. The boy looked at it, raised his eyebrows and disappeared.


Wallis heaved her suitcase on to her bed and snapped the locks open. In the dingy surroundings her dresses, new for the honeymoon, bolstered her feelings of optimism. She had bought them all for a song and altered them herself. She was clever with her needle and had once thought of a career in fashion. After the divorce, the idea of supporting herself, of becoming an independent woman, had strongly appealed.


But her shattered self-confidence and her lack of practical skills had made this more difficult than she expected. And once she met Ernest, she had abandoned the effort altogether. He had been a port in a storm, quite literally, as his family owned a shipping firm. When he announced he was leaving America for the London office, and asked her to marry him and come too, she had seized the chance to begin again.


She shook out a dress and thought about the great Paris fashion houses. She was keen to see them even if there was no chance of buying anything. Money was tight, hence the shabby hotel room. Hence the tiny stone in the ring on her finger, so small it struggled to catch the limited light.


The family firm was in trouble, although Ernest was determined to turn it round. There were also the alimony payments to his first wife and young daughter. He had thought that would annoy her, but it didn’t. On the contrary, she was pleased that he already had a child. She was in her early thirties and the prospect was fading, but after her own miserable childhood, she had no wish for one anyway. She felt sorry for the little stepdaughter whose life had been upended by her parents’ divorce. When Audrey came to stay with them in London, she would give her a good time. They would be friends.


She felt Ernest’s solid, reassuring presence behind her. He came close and put his large hands over hers. She leant her head back, into his chest, and relished, for a few moments, his tall broadness, the feeling of utter safety, of being cherished and protected.


‘Don’t do that now,’ he murmured into her shoulder. He meant the open case before her.


‘But I have to unpack. My things will be so creased.’ The cheap material needed to be hung to look good.


He pulled her closer. His moustache was tickling her neck. ‘Who cares if your things are creased? I’d like to crease them some more!’


Her reaction was as instant as it was unexpected. Panic swept through her like a tidal wave. An alarm bell shrilled loudly in her head and her heart rose in her throat, banging violently. The urge to wrench herself away was overwhelming and only by inhaling slowly, shudderingly, could she gain any control.


Ernest had not noticed. He was sliding his arms round, pressing his body into her back. Through his coat and jacket she could feel how aroused he was. ‘Wallis,’ he murmured into her ear. ‘I’ve wanted you for so long.’


As his hand explored her breast, her whole body screamed silently. Her teeth began to chatter. She clamped them hard together so he would not hear. He pushed her gently forward, on to the bed. She fell like a stone, hands by her side, and lay rigid, face pressed in the cover. Its sour smell filled her nostrils.


She braced herself, as if against some expected blow or other act of violence. Great waves of heat followed by sickening swirls of cold were chasing each other round her stomach. She could not breathe. She turned her head, gasped.


He seemed to take this as encouragement, perhaps as a pant of desire. His hand was on her thigh now. It was pulling up her dress; she could feel his fingers on her stocking top. She was going to be sick, she pressed her mouth and body hard into the bed. If those fingers got through, if they touched her …


Oh God, no. Please, no.


She must have spoken aloud. The fingers stopped. The hand pulled away. Beneath her ear, there was a grate and groan of bedsprings as he sat down. ‘Wallis, whatever’s the matter?’


She raised her head. He sat at the other side of her case, his overcoat still on. His basset hound face with its round brown eyes registered absolute bewilderment.


She could not blame him. Throughout their short courtship, kissing was as far as he had gone. He was the very pattern of chivalry and had treated her with the utmost respect. But on their wedding night he was naturally hoping for more. She was a divorcee, after all, a woman of experience. That he had absolutely no idea what her experience had been was not his fault.


Perhaps she should have told him, but what could she have said? That she had, for nine years, been married to someone who had beaten and abused her, who drank himself senseless, who had not only forced himself upon her but made her watch him with other women?


How could she have told him? Ernest would have been appalled; it would have lessened her in his eyes. It lessened her in her own. She had pushed her first husband into the depths of the furthest cupboard at the back of her mind, the one marked ‘The Past’, and done her best to forget all about him.


It had worked, or appeared to. After the divorce, as she recovered and looked to the future, her time as Mrs Earl Winfield Spencer seemed increasingly like a bad dream. She had thought she could move on to a new life, a new man. That Win had completely destroyed her ability to enjoy physical intimacy, even to take part in it, was something she had not suspected. Until now. Now – on her wedding night.


She hung her head. What could she say? That she was damaged goods, in every sense? Would he even believe her? He might think she had known, that she had trapped him. Her panic had drained away to leave a sense of utter hopelessness. She had no idea what to do.


She could feel his eyes on her, and tried to guess their expression. Accusing? Angry? She could not blame him. But when, eventually, she screwed up the courage to look at him, the basset hound eyes were gentle. ‘We’re married now,’ Ernest said softly. ‘I love you. Talk to me.’


Wallis stared at him for a moment. Then she looked down at her hands, at the ring, took a breath, and talked to him.









Chapter Two


Earl Winfield ‘Win’ Spencer had burst into her life in 1916. Her grandmother had recently died and after the required period of mourning, her mother decided that Wallis needed a little fun. She sent her to stay in Florida with her cousin Corinne, who was married to an air base commandant.


Fun it certainly was. Wallis had never seen an aeroplane before, let alone a pilot as dashing as the young lieutenant with his close-clipped moustache and worldly air. They met on her first morning and saw each other every day. When, with bewildering speed, Win proposed, she accepted. She was nineteen years old.


‘Mother adored him,’ Wallis said ruefully now to Ernest. ‘Which should have been a sign. She has terrible taste in men. She married twice more after my father died and chose someone worse every time.’


‘Alice didn’t like me, for sure.’ Ernest shrugged his wide shoulders.


It was true that Alice had admired Win’s charm and derring-do. Her new son-in-law, she considered, fell far short of this dashing ideal. ‘That bowler hat and moustache! He’s like an American actor playing an Englishman!’


‘But he is English, Mother. Well, half.’


The connection was on his father’s side. Ernest felt it strongly. Though he had grown up in America and been educated at Harvard, he had spent the war in the Coldstream Guards, an elite British regiment. He was passionate about British history and during their courtship had taken Wallis round the New York art galleries, showing her portraits of English rulers and describing their reigns.


‘Stop!’ Wallis would laughingly implore. ‘I’m American. A republican, remember. If we’d wanted all this royal stuff we’d have hung on to it.’


But by far the worst of Ernest’s crimes in Alice’s eyes was his failure to understand her sense of humour. She regarded herself as a wit and on their first meeting had told him the most cherished of her amusing stories; how she fell down the stairs in the five and ten cent store. An assistant rushed over and asked if he could help her.


‘And whaddya think I told him?’ Alice demanded as Ernest stood awkwardly twisting his hat.


‘I don’t know, Mrs Warfield. What did you tell him?’


Alice’s gaze switched gleefully to her daughter, who was standing apprehensively by. ‘Tell him, Wallis! Tell him what I said when I fell down in the five and ten cent store!’


Wallis turned to her fiancé. She said, flatly, ‘Mother told him to take her to the five and ten cent coffin counter.’ As Alice dissolved into hysterical laughter, Ernest looked blank. Their relationship had never recovered.


Wallis was aware that her husband thought her mother delusional. She didn’t disagree. Her difficult relationship with Alice was something else she had been glad to escape from. She returned to the subject of her first marriage.


She and Win had married in Baltimore; she had worn white velvet over a petticoat of heirloom lace. Her bridesmaids wore wide picture hats. She was madly in love, or so she thought.


Then, on their wedding night, Win pulled a bottle of gin from his suitcase. It was an introduction to what would become the third person in their marriage. ‘And the drinking got worse when the war came,’ Wallis went on. ‘Win was desperate to fly in combat, but somehow it never happened.’


She paused again.


‘Go on,’ prompted Ernest.


‘One day, after he’d been drinking, he dragged me into the bathroom. He … assaulted me. Then he left, and, as he went, he locked the door. I lay there all day …’


She stopped. Evening was coming. Oblongs of coral light, cast by the setting sun, shone on the faded wallpaper. She remembered lying on the cold tiled bathroom floor, her mouth full of the brassy taste of blood and her mind churning with anguish. The shaft of sunlight through the small, high window had moved across the wall as the hours dragged by. It was next to the street and she could hear people passing. But calling for help was out of the question.


‘Why?’ asked Ernest.


She sat on the bed edge, bending over, both arms wrapped round her middle as if to protect herself. She raised a hand to cover her eyes. ‘I don’t know,’ she muttered. ‘I should have. But it was a small community. Everyone knew everyone’s business. And Win was popular. People would have been surprised. Perhaps I was worried that they wouldn’t believe me. Or maybe …’


‘Maybe what?’


‘Maybe I thought it was my fault. Maybe I was ashamed.’


Ernest groaned. ‘Oh, Wallis.’


She lowered her hand and glanced at him. His basset hound eyes were glistening, but had a furious glow to them too. She went on. ‘Then, much later, Win came back. I heard him unlock the bathroom door …’


She shut her eyes but the image of herself cringing in terror against the bath, anticipating another beating, was seared on her memory and could not be erased. ‘He didn’t come in though. He left the door open and went to bed. I lay there for a few more hours. Then I spent the rest of the night on the sofa and the next day I left.’


‘You filed for divorce?’ Ernest’s brow was furrowed. She guessed he was trying to work out the timings.


‘We separated. I went back to live with Mother. She didn’t want me to divorce. Warfields and Montagues didn’t do that sort of thing.’ Throughout Wallis’s poverty-stricken childhood she had been reminded of her descent from the foremost fam-ilies in Baltimore. It was like being a modern American version of Tess of the d’Urbervilles.


‘Of course they didn’t.’ A wintry smile crossed Ernest’s features. He had often been told about the illustrious family background. Along with the famous sense of humour, it was Alice’s favourite subject.


‘And then Win went to join the US Fleet in the Far East. He’d kept writing to me and gradually he persuaded me that the Shanghai posting would be a new start.’ Another one. Just how many new starts had she had?


Shadows were gathering in the room. Across the street, in the window opposite, a red bulb had come on. Its glow evoked another room, dark and sour-smelling, a room with a red paper lantern. A woman in a dirty wrap with cynical eyes. A mat-strewn floor. A rumpled bed.


‘So that’s why you were in China,’ said Ernest. ‘I remember it came up on one of our first dates. You never really said what you were doing there.’


She had met him in New York the winter before last. He was a friend of Mary Raffray, an old schoolfriend. An inveterate matchmaker, Mary was keen to throw them together. But Wallis hadn’t been interested. After the horror of Win, marriage to anyone was out of the question. Besides, Ernest Simpson was not her type. He was pleasant, but rather plodding. And he wrote terrible poems. She received the first one after a card party.


I’m afraid I’m just a joker


When it comes to playing poker


It would give me greater solace


To have the skill of Wallis


‘His poems are terrible,’ she complained to Mary.


‘I think they’re meant to be bad. He’s trying to amuse you.’


‘I don’t want him to amuse me.’


Ernest persisted, even so. As did Mary, constantly feeding him lines. ‘Wallis was once on a train which was halted by bandits!’


‘Bandits!’ Ernest’s thick eyebrows soared into his low hairline.


Wallis spoke through gritted teeth. ‘It was when I lived in China. It was fine.’


Next morning another poem appeared.


If I ever met a bandit


I feel that I would hand it


To Wallis to dispose of


Because banditry she knows of


‘Well,’ she said now, ‘that’s what I was doing there. Trying to rescue the marriage. At first it was fine but it soon all began again, the drinking and violence, and worse …’


She stopped and looked at the floorboards, unable to carry on.


‘Worse?’ prompted Ernest.


She looked at him pleadingly, but, on the other hand, he needed to know. This, after all, was the very heart of the matter, that their time in Shanghai, a city notorious for its sex trade, had provided Win with endless opportunities to indulge his existing vices and acquire new ones. Sometimes he had forced her to come with him. She would cower in the corner, face to the wall, listening to his degradation.


‘Banditry she knows of,’ Ernest said when she had finished. He added, slowly, ‘I had no idea how true that was.’


Neither of them spoke after that. The shadows deepened. The room was almost entirely dark now apart from the red light in the room opposite. She stared at it, wondering if it really was a brothel, wondering if there was a Win in there at the moment, and a Wallis waiting for him at home. She wondered what Ernest was thinking. That he seemed sympathetic was a relief. But the greater relief was that he knew.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, eventually. ‘You deserve better.’


‘As do you,’ he returned, with heat.


‘I think,’ she said hesitantly, ‘I just need … a little time.’


His answer to this was to stand up. He was still wearing his overcoat and she hers. The wedding night hadn’t even got that far, she thought.


Ernest smiled at her. ‘Let’s go and have dinner.’ 









Chapter Three


As their hotel was central, near the Tuileries, it was the walk of a few moments to pass from the gloomy street to the splendid rue de Rivoli.


They went along the grand arcades, under the great lanterns. Across the road was the Louvre and beyond the park, the Eiffel Tower rose up in the west. The sight of them made her heavy spirits soar. This was more the Paris she had been expecting.


‘I’ve found a place round the corner that’s famous for its pot au feu,’ said Ernest. He was a great consulter of guidebooks.


‘What’s pot au feu?’


‘It’s a kind of simple French peasant dish.’


Wallis smiled as if this was the most delightful possible prospect, as it clearly was to Ernest, and not at all as if her own thoughts had gone down the oysters and chilled Chablis route. Funds were low, after all. They should eat within their means.


A splendid hotel entrance approached, with braided flunkeys in top hats and a glass revolving door. Wallis slowed down to look at the interior. Through the polished plate glass it appeared glittering and palatial. She could see pillars, gilding, mirrors, chandeliers. Longing pulled at her.


A shining car glided up, headlamps blazing, and the flunkeys shot forward to open the doors. A woman in a silver dress emerged, tossing a fur wrap carelessly over a pearly shoulder. A tall man in white tie and tails joined her and together they sailed into the hotel, leaving behind them a trail of delicious scent.


Wallis sighed and made as if to walk on, but Ernest pulled her back. ‘Shall we go in? Have a drink?’


Her heart leapt. ‘Can we afford it?’


‘No, but it won’t hurt just this once. We are on our honeymoon. Come on.’


And she came on, grinning in delight, before he could change his mind.


The click of her heels on the marble floors sounded thrillingly in her ears. She glimpsed a stunningly opulent dining room. The hotel bar had Classical murals and a pianist playing jazz in a corner. The people at the other tables looked happy and rich. There was a murmur of conversation, a tinkle of glass and china, the occasional low laugh. Just sitting here made her feel special and beautiful. And made a handsome blade out of homely Ernest. The table candle gave his eyes a mysterious depth. Under the pleated silk lamp, his curly dark hair shone.


A waiter glided over with a silver tray from which two tall glasses rose. As her champagne cocktail was set before her Wallis thought what a work of art it was, the bubbles swirling from the sugar cube, the deep-red cherry and the yellow curl of lemon peel nestling in the glinting amber depths. She inhaled the rich scent of wine and spirits. She would sip it slowly, make it last.


The waiter carefully placed small shining silver bowls of olives and nuts and a silver holder with tiny linen napkins pressed into triangles. A pair of small silver-rimmed plates followed. Wallis’s eyes sparkled. She loved the ceremony of it, the beauty of the objects, the sheer life-enhancing glamour of it all. It was making everything better. After the evening’s miserable beginning, this was a new start.


‘You’re enjoying yourself,’ Ernest said, sounding amused.


She took a sip, savoured the powerful hit, and nodded. ‘I adore places like this.’


He raised his thick eyebrows. ‘You’d like to be rich, I dare say.’


‘Oh no, Ernest!’ She stretched out a pale hand over the table and covered his. The little diamond winked in the light. ‘I couldn’t ask for anything more than you.’


She meant it, sincerely, but there was also some truth in what he said. She would have liked to be rich. She had observed wealthy people throughout her life and formed the view that while money made some people miserable, in general it made things fun. But there were some things that it could not buy, and a kind, supportive and understanding husband was one of them.


‘I’ve married the best man in the world,’ Wallis said, sincerely.


‘And I the best woman.’ Ernest leant forward to pick up his glass. ‘Here’s to us!’


They talked of the future, of what their life together in London would be like when they got back. Ernest’s sister had found a house for them, which neither of them had yet seen.


‘It’s a good address, Maud tells me,’ Ernest said. ‘And it comes with staff. A cook and a maid.’


Wallis wrinkled her brow. ‘I could do the cooking,’ she suggested. She enjoyed it and was good at it. Her trusty Fannie Farmer recipe book was the one thing from her first marriage she had kept. ‘It would save us money.’


‘Good idea,’ said Ernest. ‘You could cook for all my business dinners. I’ll be having plenty of those to strengthen my contacts and get the old firm going again.’


Wallis loved the sound of this. She would be more than just a wife, she would be helping Ernest in his work. As there would be no children to look after – until Audrey came to visit of course – she would need something to do. ‘And it would be a good way to meet people,’ she said. ‘Make friends.’


Ernest speared an olive. ‘Yes, and Maud will help you with that too. She’s very well connected.’


‘Is she?’ Wallis knew little about Ernest’s sister apart from the fact she was older than he was.


‘There’s a baronet in her husband’s family. In the ancient hereditary titles of Great Britain that’s …’


The little diamond glittered as Wallis laughingly held up her hand. ‘Stop! I’m not interested in ancient titles! I’m interested in modern people!’


Ernest took it in good part. ‘Well Maud knows plenty of those too. She moves in all the best circles. Her husband is very rich.’


Wallis was interested. ‘Really? Why?’


Ernest crunched a nut. ‘Irish linen.’


Wallis glanced at the napkins. This was exciting news. She imagined Maud to be a slender brunette version of her brother; tall, sophisticated and dressed like the woman in silver they had seen getting out of the car. She would introduce Wallis to her many glamorous, interesting friends. She would have a ready-made social circle. There would be parties, and they would go to the theatre together. London was famous for its theatres. There were nightclubs too, with celebrated bands. Everyone seemed to flock to the British capital.


The cocktail was expanding within her, filling her with joy and excitement. ‘I’m looking forward to making friends with the British,’ she said, draining the last of her cocktail. ‘Living in London is going to be wonderful!’


‘I’ll drink to that,’ said Ernest, finishing his too.


‘Shall we have another?’ she asked, wryly pleading.


Ernest looked surprised. ‘It’s time for dinner. The pot au feu.’


The waiter came over and expressionlessly exchanged their empty bowl of nuts for one freshly filled. It gave Wallis an idea. The cost of another cocktail each would not be greater than dinner out, even the most reasonable peasant dish in Paris. They could dine on free nuts and olives.


‘Please?’ she begged Ernest. Who knew, after all, when they would come somewhere like this again?


He shook his head in mock exasperation. ‘Wallis, when you look at me with those eyes, how can I ever refuse you?’


He could not refuse her a third one either. It had a more practical purpose than its predecessors. She might be sitting now in the glowing cocktail bar. But not far away was the shabby, shadowy room where painful confessions had been made. Where, for the first time, they would share a bed. For both these reasons, when eventually they went back, Wallis wanted her feelings numbed by alcohol.


And so it proved. They made a merry, unsteady couple returning through the rue de Rivoli’s lanterned passages. At the dark and deserted hotel, they shushed each other amid snorting laughter up the four floors of battered stairs. The dreaded entry into the room was something, in the end, Wallis hardly noticed. She was so tired that the sight of the sagging bed was actually welcome.


Until she saw that the case was still on it, its lid open, one dress abandoned across it.


‘What are you doing?’ Ernest asked, tiredly.


From the cheap little wardrobe, where she was rummaging for coat hangers, Wallis flashed him a bright, exhausted smile. ‘I forgot to hang my dresses up.’


His face fell. ‘Wallis. There’s no need to worry. I won’t …’ He sighed. ‘You can trust me. I won’t hurt you.’


She realised that he thought she was playing for time; that she thought, after all she had said, he was going to force himself on her as Win had. She saw that he understood how little she trusted men, how little reason she had had to. She was deeply touched. Her eyes glistened as she looked at him.


‘Ernest, I do trust you. And you can trust me. I won’t hurt you either.’ She paused, and smiled. ‘But I really must hang my clothes up. Otherwise they’ll look awful tomorrow.’


He was in bed by the time she had finished. As there was no bathroom in their room, he had undressed in the shared one down the corridor. She used the wardrobe door as a screen. As she changed into her nightdress, he lay on his back with his pyjamas buttoned to the neck, eyes closed. Slipping in beside him, Wallis heard something crackle under her pillow. It was a small piece of paper, folded. She held it up to the only available source of light; the red glow from the window opposite.


To my little Wallis wife


On the start of married life!


The sound of paper alerted Ernest, who obviously hadn’t been asleep at all. His face in the darkness looked abashed. ‘I forgot I put that there. It was when we first arrived …’


‘It’s sweet,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’ She leant over to kiss him softly on the cheek. Avoiding his eye and what question might be in it, she lay with her back to him. After a while, regular breathing told her he really was asleep this time. She stared at the red-lit floral wallpaper until she too drifted off.


It was dark when she awoke. Her head felt tight from the alcohol. But it was something else that had disturbed her. She listened. She thought she could hear running feet. There were distant bangs that gradually came nearer. Then a crash on their door. The sound made her jump violently. Then a cry. ‘Feu!’


Feu? Wasn’t that French for fire?


Ernest still lay on his back, snoring. It didn’t look as if he had moved. She nudged him. ‘Ernest!’ He grunted, then turned over. She seized him. ‘Ernest!’


The banging and shouting outside had increased. The running feet now sounded like a stampede. Wallis realised she had not seen a fire escape. They didn’t seem to go in for them in Paris, even in a tall building like this. They were on the fourth floor.


Sheer panic drove her out of bed and towards the light switch. ‘Ow!’ objected Ernest, screwing up his face as the bulb’s pitiless glare flooded the room. He clamped both hands to his head. ‘Uhh …’


She was pulling her coat on over her nightdress. ‘Ernest, there’s a fire! We’ve got to get out!’


Ernest was out from under the covers like a shot. He opened the door, took her arm and pushed her into the passing crowd. It happened so quickly there was no time to speak. Before she knew it she was being carried along. She turned, looked back, yelled, ‘Ernest!’ But the door to their room had closed.


She turned and tried to walk back against the tide. But the people behind her pushed her forward. They were coughing and holding handkerchiefs to their faces. There was an overpowering smell of smoke.


‘Ernest!’ Where was he? Why had he not come out of the room? A terrible thought struck her. Was it because she could not be a proper wife to him? Had she angered him? Or had he decided to let events take their course, as life with her would not be worth living?


‘Continuez, Madame!’ shouted the large man behind her, a vision in long johns and a vest.


Her eyes smarted with the smoke, but also streamed with tears. It was all her fault. She should never have married him. She had ruined him, destroyed a noble and generous man.


The crowd swept her, stumbling, down the spiral staircase and into the tiny hallway at the bottom. When last she had seen it it was dark and empty but now light blazed on old ladies in bloomers, hair in curling papers, young men with bare chests, bald heads without their wigs. It was like being in a surreal dream; strangers in their nightclothes, the world out of joint, the air full of smoke, everyone shouting and shoving. She fixed her attention on the one thing that mattered, the bottom of the staircase, willing with all her might for Ernest to appear.


She heard someone say the fire was on the top floors of the hotel. At that, the last of her reason vanished. With the strength of madness she shoved her way back towards the stairs. This time, even large men in long johns would not stop her. ‘Let me through!’ screamed Wallis.


She had gained the bottom of the stairs when an arm clutched her. She dragged it away and pushed forward. It grabbed again. ‘Wallis!’


The voice was Ernest’s. She opened her eyes and found herself staring into his creased and friendly face. It seemed to her the most wonderful and most beloved face in the world. Then she saw that he was fully clothed.


‘You stayed to get dressed?’ she gasped, disbelieving. He had put her through all that anguish and fear so he could put on his suit and overcoat?


He held up her suitcase. ‘No, Wallis. I stayed to get your dresses. I know how much they mean to you.’










The Duke of Windsor’s Funeral



Driving from the airport, June 1972


There was a bump now as the aeroplane’s landing gear made contact with the tarmac. The flight attendants appeared from the cabin next door. Their smiles were bland, professional, but Wallis sensed their curiosity as the plane slowed to a standstill.


‘Who will they send to meet you?’ Grace was wondering.


Wallis didn’t care. Life had become vague and floating, like an untethered balloon. Nothing felt real any more. But she knew that David would care, and care very much, who made up the official reception for his widow.


‘Mrs Temple Senior?’ Grace was asking.


‘Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, you mean,’ Wallis corrected, smiling at this use of David’s old nickname for his brother’s wife. If Lilibet when little had resembled child star Shirley Temple, there had been far more of the ruthless stage mother about Elizabeth.


‘Do you think she’ll be the welcoming committee?’


‘Shouldn’t think so.’ Wallis hoped not. That bitterest of old enemies would have to be faced sooner or later, even so.


‘She been in touch?’


‘No.’


‘Not at all?’ Grace was amazed.


Wallis shrugged her narrow shoulders. ‘Still blames me for the Abdication and her husband’s death, I expect.’


‘And that David loved you instead of her.’


‘Grace!’ Wallis looked around, as if the cabin walls had ears. But the attendants were elsewhere; she could hear the faint murmur of chat.


‘It’s true, Wallis, you’ve told me yourself. Elizabeth never understood why he preferred the American Cinderella to the British aristocrat.’


‘Her and me both.’


Across the tarmac were shining cars and a row of dark-coated, waiting figures. Prominent among the latter was someone tall and erect with silver hair.


‘They’ve sent Mountbatten!’ Grace exclaimed. ‘That’s outrageous. He’s not a member of the Royal Family!’


‘Thinks he is though,’ Wallis said. ‘Always has. And I’m not a Royal Highness, anyway. Just Your Grace.’


‘Nothing wrong with being a Grace!’


The air hostesses approached; time to get out. For a second Wallis clung to the seat. Her limbs had turned to water. She could not face it. She wanted to fly straight back to France.


Grace slid her arm through her friend’s. ‘Come on,’ she urged Wallis. ‘We Graces must stick together.’


They emerged into the daylight, which, despite being June was chilly. The cold penetrated her bones, grey sky pressed down like a lid. It wasn’t raining. But this being London, it wouldn’t be long.


As she descended the steps, she clung to a railing to steady herself. Mountbatten marched over, tanned beneath the silver hair. She watched him roll an appreciative eye over Grace before turning to clamp a solicitous arm about her. She proudly pulled away. ‘I’m a widow, Louis. Not a cripple.’


They were to travel alone together while Grace and the handful of staff rode in the car behind. Sensing her alarm, Grace enveloped her in a swift hug. ‘See you at Buckingham.’ It was what the French called the Palace. They were all guests of the queen for three nights, until the funeral was over.


A smell of leather rose richly from the car seats. ‘Her Majesty has blocked off all the cross-traffic,’ Mountbatten remarked as they glided off.


Wallis had a sudden image of Lilibet in policeman’s uniform, directing the cars with bossy white gloves. It seemed oddly appropriate. ‘Why?’


‘So you don’t get held up and stared at. It will be a straight route through.’


Wallis had never even thought about intersections. But staring crowds would not be a problem. She was here to represent her husband, who had briefly been their king. ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ she said. ‘I’m sure people would be respectful.’


He was settling himself in his seat; there was a brief, sceptical lift of his eyebrow. Irritation shot through her. ‘David was very popular,’ she reminded him. ‘The most popular Prince of Wales in history.’


‘Oh yes.’ Mountbatten’s tone was sardonic. ‘No one who knew him when he was Prince of Wales will ever forget him.’


She forced down her indignation and tried to change the subject. ‘How are they all? The family?’


‘Very well. Looking forward to seeing you.’


‘There’s a first for everything I guess.’


His long mouth stretched in a faint smile. ‘Oh, you’ll be surprised. Your sister-in-law especially will welcome you with open arms. She wanted me to tell you so.’


This was sufficiently amazing as to make Wallis drop the pretence. She stared at Mountbatten. ‘Are you kidding?’ Had the years finally softened that hard old Bowes-Lyon heart?


Mountbatten inclined his neat silver head. ‘Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother is deeply sorry for you in your present grief.’


‘Really?’ She felt a weight roll from her shoulders.


‘Yes. She remembers what it was like when her own husband died.’


Ouch. ‘That’s very … um … comforting to hear.’


‘Good. She hoped it would be.’


Wallis turned away to the window. Dull beneath its granite sky, London slid past.


‘You know, Louis,’ she said after a while. ‘It wasn’t me who killed George VI.’


‘No, it was stress. He hadn’t been trained to be king, like his brother had.’


She sighed, exasperated. Another myth that had gained traction. ‘David was never trained to be anything. His father never let him attend a single meeting or showed him a single red box.’


A sceptical silence greeted this. She ignored it. ‘George VI died of lung cancer. He was a human chimney. It was cigarettes that did it, not the stress of suddenly becoming king. And, while we’re on that subject, no one ever enjoyed being queen more than Elizabeth.’


Mountbatten was looking out of his own window too. ‘But that’s the thing about history, Wallis. It’s not what you did that counts. It’s what people think you did.’









Chapter Four


The new Mrs Simpson, Upper Berkeley Street, London W1, 1928


The rain hurled itself against the sitting-room windows. Outside, on the narrow iron balcony, the water pooled. It had rained every day since they got back from Paris, or so it seemed to Wallis.


She was trying hard not to feel disappointed in London. But nothing had yet measured up to expectations.


‘Maud’s been marvellous to find the house for us, hasn’t she?’ prompted Ernest, the day they arrived back from honeymoon. It had been hot and sunny when they left Paris but rain now dripped from his hat.


Beneath her own sodden, ruined pillbox, Wallis had forced an appreciative smile. ‘Maud certainly has.’


It was obvious the moment Wallis laid eyes on Maud that her hopes of a friend were doomed. Ernest’s sister was, for a start, a good twenty years older and dressed even older than that. Her baggy tweed suits were light years from the soignée sophistication of the woman seen in Paris. But none of that would have mattered if she was friendly, which she was not. With her beady dark eyes and compact build she was like a bossy and cross little bird. Her surname – Smiley – seemed ironic, to say the least.


And while she had undoubtedly helped them with the house, Wallis regretted not persuading Ernest to let her look for one herself. She would not have chosen 12 Upper Berkeley Street. It was part of a narrow terrace north of Oxford Street whose neighbours pushed in on it, seeming to squeeze so it had no air. By night, the ancient pipes rattled and banged and by day the ill-fitting doors and windows let seep in the filthy London fog. It was coal dust from millions of smoking chimneys mixed with a sulphurous miasma from the river, and was especially thick and smelly now that winter had come. Londoners called it smog or pea-soupers and seemed almost proud of it, but Wallis loathed the way it billowed in the street so you could not see a hand in front of your face. It roamed around the house like a dirty cat, leaving a layer of black grime on every surface.


The Upper Berkeley Street house belonged to someone Maud knew, a Lady Chesham, so Wallis wondered whether the person being helped was her, rather than them.


Especially as the cook that came with it seemed non- negotiable. When Wallis, hesitantly, had mentioned doing her own cooking, Maud was aghast. ‘A lady doesn’t cook for herself!’ she exclaimed. ‘A lady doesn’t work at all!’


Wallis had resigned herself. Arguing with Maud would only upset Ernest, who seemed rather cowed by his older sister. And there might be things to learn from Mrs Codshead, the cook who came with the house. Wallis was keen to acquaint herself with English cuisine.


Unfortunately, Mrs Codshead turned out to be the least suited for her profession of anyone Wallis had ever met. ‘She’s almost brilliantly bad at it,’ she observed to Ernest during their first weeks in London, when Mrs Codshead had served up yet another mush of cabbage and yet more hard and black-veined rabbit legs. ‘It’s actually easier to cook cabbage so it’s crisp and green. You have to be a real genius to reduce it to wallpaper paste, like this.’


Ernest raised an eyebrow. ‘Well you’re always saying this place needs redecorating. So wallpaper paste might have its uses.’


They had turned the terrible cooking into a private joke. There was a particularly repulsive meat dish which Ernest christened ‘Dead Man’s Leg’ while Wallis dubbed a gritty, greyish pudding ‘Nun’s Toenails’. A watery and colourless casserole that seemed mainly bones was ‘Skeleton Stew’.


These days the awful food seemed less amusing. The fact that they were paying for it, especially. Their arrival in Britain, the much-heralded new start, had coincided with an economic crisis which worsened by the week.


The economic picture was dire, as Wallis knew more than most; Simpson, Spence and Young, Ernest’s family firm, was proving far more difficult than expected to turn round. They had less money now than when they had married, and the prospects were grim.


London remained unexplored; its theatres, its nightclubs with famous bands, its concert halls with celebrated orchestras, its grand hotels with ballrooms. Thanks to lack of money, these delights were now completely out of reach. Ernest, too, seemed to be receding. Anxiety and exhaustion were having strange effects on him. He had started declaiming Latin aloud; he had won a prize for it at school, apparently, and revisiting this success seemed to bring him comfort. Stress was also bringing him out in boils, particularly on his neck. She would apply poultices while he read Virgil in the original. Never had the night in the Paris bar seemed so long ago.


She tried, all the same, to revive some of his old Paris spirit. One night out, she reasoned, wouldn’t break the bank. ‘I’d love to see Private Lives,’ she suggested longingly. ‘Everyone’s raving about Noël Coward and Gertrude Lawrence …’


‘Wallis, we really can’t afford it.’


‘Well how about a club? The Café de Paris?’ She’d seen it in magazines, it was popular with cabaret stars and had a great curved staircase designed for spectacular entrances.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Or the Embassy Club in Bond Street?’ She’d seen pictures of that too, lined with mirrors and red velvet banquettes. ‘The best bands play there.’ She had not danced for so long.


‘Those places are very expensive,’ Ernest warned.


‘We’d just have one drink and watch people?’ She was pleading like a child. ‘Like we did in Paris?’


‘Wallis, we didn’t have one drink in Paris, we had three!’


And thank God they had, she thought now. It didn’t look as if she would ever see a champagne cocktail again. She felt like a bottle of champagne herself, one that had been forgotten in the icebox and had all the bubbles chilled out.


She had been in London six months now and still had not made one single friend. Once Ernest had gone to work, time slowed to a crawl. But once he got back and sat with his books, it seemed slower still.


Isolation gnawed at her spirit. Never in her entire life had she felt quite so lonely. She hated the feeling he was drifting from her. They had felt, albeit briefly, like a team, united in hope and ambitions for the future. Now they seemed far apart. By unspoken but mutual consent, they slept in separate rooms these days.


Sensing he was terrified by the extent of his financial difficulties, she tried to talk to him about it at dinner, encourage him to share the burden. But Ernest only told her not to worry. Male pride, she guessed. He felt obliged to provide and cope. He seemed to have forgotten that the model of masculinity she knew did neither of these things, it did the opposite.


‘I have an idea,’ announced Ernest one night as they tackled a plate of Skeleton Stew. ‘You’re always saying you haven’t explored London.’


She brightened immediately. Was he about to relent and say they could go to the theatre after all? But his next words sent her soaring heart sinking again. ‘London’s full of historical attractions,’ Ernest went on.


She took a deep breath. ‘You mean galleries, museums and such?’


‘Exactly!’ His eyes shone. ‘Fascinating places. And do you know what the best thing of all is?’


‘Tell me.’


‘They’re all free!’


And so it was that, armed with Ernest’s guidebooks, Wallis’s small lone figure, umbrella raised against the ever-present downpour, began to be seen in the precincts of Parliament and beneath St Paul’s great dome. At the Inns of Court she huddled on a garden bench as black-gowned barristers flapped importantly past. In Westminster Abbey she dutifully sought out the rather plain wooden chair where royal careers commenced, and the magnificent tombs where they ended. Having been informed by Ernest that London railway architecture was the best of its kind, she visited the soot-blackened spires of St Pancras Station. The platform was crowded with beer barrels and burly men with strange accents. The roof was a vast arched iron vault and the red-brick walls suggested a medieval cathedral or fort. It wasn’t just that an Englishman’s home was his castle, his station was too. There was a beauty to it, Wallis conceded, although mainly its suggestion of escape.









Chapter Five


The winter dragged on. The weather got worse, and Wallis more hopeless. Would she ever find a kindred soul in this cold old town? The only people she had met so far were business contacts of Ernest’s. They occasionally came to dinner with their strange English table manners. Such as eating with both knife and fork, not just fork as Americans did, and getting straight on with it rather than waiting for everyone to be served. She thought this bold of them given how bad the food was. But Dead Man’s Leg and the rest of it seemed more than acceptable, amazingly. Bad dinners, like bad weather, seemed expected in this strange new city.


Conversation had rules too. Wallis had been regarded as witty in the past, but here her jokes fell flat. She found that English words, especially place names, were spelt differently to how they were said. Clipped British speech was hard for her American ear to catch. She practised her English pronunciation diligently, working hard to flatten her rolling Southern drawl. ‘Barth, not bayath,’ she would repeat, like a Stateside Eliza Doolittle, as she soaped herself in the tub at nights. She read all the newspapers to be up on British topics and pestered Ernest for details of every guest, so she could draw them out with questions.


But no one wanted to be drawn out. The men spoke exclusively about the Stock Exchange while the women discussed the royal family. In the last few months Wallis had heard more about the infant Princess Elizabeth and her mother the Duchess of York than she had ever thought possible. The Prince of Wales was another obsession. His good looks, his radiant charm, his popularity were endlessly recited. The man was a living god, apparently.


‘It’s crazy,’ she said to Ernest. ‘You’d never think Britain was the Mother of Parliaments.’


She had visited Westminster too, on her round of historical sights. It had been unexpectedly beautiful, all spires, statues and blazing colour. A reflection, she had assumed, of British respect for democracy. So why all this veneration for a family whose position depended on birth alone?


Ernest sighed. ‘Just don’t argue with them, Wallis. I’m trying to drum up business. Try and look interested.’


‘But I don’t know anything about them!’


‘Read the Court Circular,’ advised Ernest.


She found it in The Times, a daily account of royal doings. To her republican, sceptical ear, its sycophantic language struck a bizarre, eighteenth-century note. His Majesty was pleased … Her Majesty graciously replied. Neither King George nor Queen Mary ever looked either pleased or gracious in their photographs as they cut a ribbon or laid a foundation stone. But compared to their subjects elsewhere in the newspaper, the ones on hunger marches or strikes or standing in the ever-lengthening dole queues, they had plenty to be pleased and gracious about, Wallis thought.


Meanwhile, filling the day remained her greatest challenge. She made herself go for walks, pulling the collar of her tweed coat tightly round her chin, wincing as the freezing wind sent leaves rattling round her ankles.


She visited the great art galleries and did her best to find them interesting. Her favourite was the Wallace Collection. Quite apart from its amusing resemblance to her name, the paintings there were delightful. The Laughing Cavalier lifted her spirits and she enjoyed imagining what the haughty Velázquez ladies would say to Maud. But it was the larky, frilly Fragonards she loved best. His sunny pastoral world was such a contrast to the dreary city outside. Wallis longed to be on that flower-strewn swing, in the midst of that jolly party.


Or any jolly party, frankly. There were parties going on, she knew. Her perusal of the newspapers, the gossip columns, the social pages, had shown that some people in this cold wet town were having a high old time. They were called Bright Young Things. Their faces were fashionably blank, their chests fashionably flat. They seemed always to be at balls and dances and almost all of them had a title.


The doings of society beauties such as Lady Bridget Poulett, Lady Edwina Mountbatten, Lady Diana Guinness, Lady Anne Armstrong-Jones and Lady Caroline Paget were breathlessly followed in the press. Young titled people in Britain commanded the sort of attention that film stars did in America.


These well-connected women were often referred to as debutantes. A little research revealed that this meant they had been presented to the king and queen at Court, which meant Buckingham Palace. This happened every summer and those hoping to be presented at the next season needed a well- connected lady to sponsor them. Shot through with a sudden hope, Wallis asked Ernest to ask Maud on her behalf.


No, was her uncompromising answer. ‘Apparently you can only present someone once every three years,’ Ernest explained wearily.


‘And next summer she’s presenting My Elizabeth,’ Wallis guessed crossly. ‘My Elizabeth’ was how Maud always referred to her daughter, a younger version of her mother. ‘Maybe there’s someone else who can do it.’ She looked hopefully at Ernest, as if he could produce someone with contacts from among his shipping connections. Perhaps one of the royalty-obsessed wives.


But Ernest’s basset hound face was gloomier even than usual. ‘It wouldn’t be any good, Wallis. Apparently you can’t be presented if you’re divorced.’


She gasped at the unfairness of it, churned with indignation. ‘That’s so ridiculously old-fashioned! And I bet it doesn’t apply to men.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Ernest. ‘If you’re a divorced man you not only can’t appear at Court, you have to resign your army commission, leave your club and chuck yourself in the Thames.’


‘You’re not serious!’


‘Perfectly serious,’ he returned, poker-faced. Then his face split in a smile. ‘Well I’m serious about the first two. The last one I might just have made up.’ She was relieved. There were traces of the old Ernest yet.


She continued doggedly on her cultural visits. One afternoon, as darkness was gathering, she was near Piccadilly in search of St James’s Palace. An icy rain had started and she hurried along trying to avoid drips from buildings and filthy water from splashing tyres.


In the low winter light, jewels winked in the windows of Cartier and Van Cleef and Arpels. She felt she could hold up her hands and be warmed by the blaze from behind the glass; the fire-like rubies, flashing emeralds, burning sapphires, the white-hot diamonds most of all. She passed the glass front of a dress shop. CHANEL it said above it, in thick black capitals. Her thoughts flew back to the Paris honeymoon, where she had gazed hungrily in the window of this very same designer.


Simple, sophisticated, yet beautifully designed clothes, with attention to what a woman’s actual shape was. But far too expensive for her. She stared at the display; a sleeveless evening dress, a grey silk jacket edged with fur, wool jerseys with broad pockets. A brooch on a dress flashed invitingly. One day, she thought to herself. One day.


She went on to the palace, but her mind was still on clothes. The red-brick, white-trimmed gatehouse emerged from the mist with its castellated towers and gold-edged clock. She tried in vain to remember who had built it and who now lived there.


There was a big arched gate with sentry boxes either side. A couple of scarlet-clad soldiers stared straight ahead, the weak autumn sunset glinting on their bayonet tips.


As Wallis watched, they stood stiffly to attention and clamped gloved hands on their rifles. The great gates now swung open and a magnificent black limousine appeared. It glided towards her, engine humming, silver grille shining, plate-glass windows agleam. In the murky afternoon its headlamps glowed like yellow eyes.


Barely visible inside at the back was a solitary male figure. The pale, boyish profile and flash of bright hair seemed familiar. She remembered now that St James’s Palace was the home of the Prince of Wales. Excitement flooded her; even Chanel’s clothes were swept away. It was something to have seen the idol of the Empire. Finally she could impress Ernest’s shipping contacts.


‘But you know’, she said to him over dinner that night, ‘what was really odd about it?’


Ernest was frowning over the newspaper City pages. ‘Mmm?’


‘He looked so unhappy.’ She paused, recalling her powerful impression of a private side of the prince, one hidden from public view. ‘It was so strange,’ she went on, as Ernest did not reply. ‘In his pictures in the papers he’s always smiling. But he looked the absolute picture of misery.’


Ernest turned a page of his newspaper. ‘Well I don’t see why you’re worrying about it. You’re a republican. You laugh at the Court Circular and you once told me that if America had wanted all that royal stuff you’d have kept it.’


She laughed. He was right. She had said that. But the prince she had seen in the car didn’t look like all that royal stuff. He had looked like a deeply unhappy man. Republican or not, her heart had gone out to him.









Chapter Six


Winter finally turned to spring, but this did not really improve things. Budding trees and rising shoots never failed to remind Wallis of how, as a schoolgirl, she had remained alone in Baltimore while all her wealthy peers went off to their country homes on spring break. None of them ever invited her along.


It had been hurtful but also confusing. According to her mother, they were grand people themselves. ‘Never forget, Wallis! You belong to the first and finest families of Baltimore.’


So why then, Wallis would wonder, were they so poor? Why was home a succession of shabby apartments with a frequently changing cast of stepfathers?


As she grew older she learnt that things could have been different. After her father’s early death, his relatives had tried to help his widow and baby daughter. Grandmother Warfield had given them a home and Uncle Sol, her father’s brother, an allowance.


But Alice had rejected all this, presumably finding it restrictive. And so had begun their uncertain, impoverished, peripatetic life. Ostracism was the result, and Wallis the principal sufferer. She was left out of parties, talked about, shunned. Alice’s famous sense of humour and refusal to take any of it seriously only made things worse. ‘Who cares what they think?’ she would say despite the obvious fact that her daughter did, and desperately. That she could have grown up in the Warfield mansion, not a succession of dingy boarding houses, was particularly hard to forgive.


When she was grown up, Wallis had resolved, she would never have children. She would never impose her own selfishness on a small and helpless person. Nor would she act recklessly or marry badly. She would not repeat her mother’s mistakes.


But now it seemed that she had repeated them all apart from the children one. And the vulnerability and powerlessness she now felt in London were the same she had known when small. She was still left out of parties. She still had no money. The sight of spring blossoms brought it back, made it worse.


Even so, she knew she was lucky compared to many. The unemployment rate was still rocketing and many millions were now on the dole. Whether the newly elected Labour Government under Ramsay MacDonald would, as they promised, ‘end misery, hunger and starvation within three weeks of coming into office’ seemed unlikely to Wallis.


She wished she could help Ernest somehow. He was still battling to save the firm, but with no result that she could see. Money was tighter than ever and the marketing, or food shopping, as they called it in England, was the obvious thing to look at. It would give her a purpose and save them money, as she was sure she could get things better and cheaper. But he insisted it remain the domain of Mrs Codshead. Wallis suspected it was because of Maud. Small as she was, and tall as Ernest was, he seemed inordinately terrified of her, like a mouse menacing an elephant.


The whole English system of food procuration seemed strange to Wallis. Mrs Codshead never seemed to go near a shop; instead, the butcher, greengrocer and dairyman delivered directly to her. These supplies and their cost were listed in a series of small books which were fiercely guarded. Wallis saw them, grubby and grease-stained, on the same night every week when Ernest brought them up from the kitchen and went over the household expenses with her.


That he was thorough to the point of pedantry was something she tried hard not to mind. She understood that pondering for hours over what had been spent on liver or potatoes was Ernest’s outlet for his worries. But the system of pounds, shillings and pence was a mystery at first, as were many of the bills, which didn’t seem to relate to the meals.


In recent weeks, he had particularly queried the meat bill, which did seem high given the poor quality of what they were eating. Did ‘Dead Man’s Leg’ contain meat, or offal? ‘But then again,’ Wallis observed, ‘if anyone could make fine steak taste like scrag end, Mrs Codshead could.’


Now her grasp of English currency was surer, Wallis had definite suspicions. Mrs Codshead seemed to be buying the best of everything, but serving up the worst. One morning, as the smell of boiled cabbage rose from the basement to the sitting room yet again, she decided she had had enough.


Wallis had rarely ventured below stairs during her time in Upper Berkley Street. It had been clear from the start that her presence was not welcome. But now she felt that had probably been for a reason.


In the scullery off the kitchen the housemaid was scrubbing potatoes. Her hair hung lankly over her face. Wallis saw how raw her hands looked. She was supposed to be dusting, sweeping and cleaning, not being made to do the cook’s donkey work. But that was an argument for another day.


Wallis entered the stone-floored kitchen. Predictably, a large pan of boiling cabbage raged on the stove beneath a rattling lid. The stinking steam covered the windows. On the solid wooden table, a large knife lay in a red mess of mince.


The door was open into the entry, the dank yard reached by a flight of iron stairs from pavement level. It was this route that the tradesmen used for their deliveries. In the doorway stood Mrs Codshead, broad back turned. She was talking to someone, meaty hands clamped on solid, aproned hips.


The parts of the window not entirely steamed up revealed her interlocutor to be the butcher’s boy, a squint-eyed, unprepossessing youth. Seeing one meaty hand leave a hip to receive some coinage, Wallis instantly guessed the solution to the mystery. Mrs Codshead was ordering expensive meat, receiving cheap meat and pocketing – possibly splitting – the difference.


She felt a surge of indignant rage. ‘Mrs Codshead!’


The cook whirled round, a startled expression on her broad red features. ‘Gave me quite a start there, ma’am.’ She slapped her thick sausage fingers over one of her vast bosoms. ‘Got a dicky ’eart,’ she added.


Wallis doubted Mrs Codshead had a heart at all, let alone a dicky one. ‘I’d like to talk to you about the food.’


A warning glint had appeared in the cook’s small eye.


‘Let’s start with the cabbage.’ Wallis waved a hand at the seething pan on the stove. ‘I prefer to have mine steamed in the French way.’


The cook crossed her fat forearms belligerently. ‘Lady Chesham likes hers the English way. That’s how we do it here.’


Wallis stood her ground. ‘Well it’s not how they do it where I come from. And I give the orders now.’


Mrs Codshead glanced sideways at the knife, its blade smeared with bloody mince.


‘I think we’ve probably exhausted your repertoire,’ Wallis went on. ‘Some of your, um, specialities have come round quite a few times after all. Your sago pudding, for instance.’ She winced, recalling the gluey, frogspawn-like mess, then turned the grimace into a bright smile. ‘Time for a fresh approach, Mrs Codshead.’


‘Fresh approach!’


‘Yes. I’ll be doing the marketing from now on. Or shopping, as you call it.’


The butcher’s boy, who had been gleefully following the drama through the steamed-up windows, now looked considerably less amused. Mrs Codshead’s puce face drained to the colour of grey dishwater. ‘Ladies don’t do their own shopping!’ she exploded.


‘Possibly not.’ Wallis replied calmly. ‘But I do.’


‘I see Mrs Codshead’s resigned,’ Ernest observed later. The cook, on her way out, had slapped a grease-stained envelope marked ‘Mr Simson’ on the hall table. He waved it at Wallis now. ‘She says she’s never been so insulted.’


‘She’s been lucky in that case. Given how bad her cooking is.’


Ernest was fretful. ‘But what about the accounts? I’ve no idea where she’s put those books.’


Ernest clearly hadn’t looked in the kitchen grate, where the smouldering remains were probably just about still visible. ‘Maybe she’s taken them with her,’ Wallis suggested. ‘I’d better do the marketing, anyway. For now. The cooking too. Just until we get someone else.’


Wallis had already identified the someone else. The scullery maid, originally housemaid, had something quick and intelligent about her. Something that, with careful attention, could be trained up. Her name was Lily, she had discovered.


‘Maud’s not going to be very happy,’ Ernest warned.


‘No,’ agreed Wallis, looking down to hide a smile.
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