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  To Harvey Ginsberg, a prince among editors









  
NEAR ENCOUNTER






  April 7, 1920





  The late afternoon sun splashed wildly through her bedroom windows. Wallis adjusted the shades. Even in April, California evenings arrived unfashionably late. Jewels and satin were meant to be worn at night. Daylight made them appear vulgar. Here it was past seven P.M. and the day gave no hint whatsoever of fading. They were expected at the Hotel del Coronado in less than an hour and Win was not yet home. Wallis despised being late. Punctuality was an essential part of her personality. Anyway, this party was like no other she had ever attended. The guest of honor was to be England’s handsome young Prince of Wales who, en route to Australia, had called in at San Diego aboard HMS Renown this very afternoon and would sail out again tomorrow.




  Wallis smiled confidently into the mirror. She was not beautiful in a conventional manner. But she was an attractive creature and she knew it. Her sleek dark hair, the luminescent violet-blue eyes set roundly beneath thickly arched black brows and the well-boned aristocratic nose had been inherited from her father’s side-the proud Warfields, patricians for two centuries in Maryland, and many more in England. What made her face so arresting was the background and frame for these bold features-the high forehead and broad cheek-bones, the pointed jaw with its faint shadow cleft and the smooth pale-white skin so prized by the women in her mother’s family, the equally proud Montagues of Virginia.




  Because of her heritage she thought of herself first as a Southerner and then as an American. In her youth her Southern roots had always been of life-and-death importance. Baltimore, Maryland, where she had grown to womanhood, considered itself an unconquerable Southern peninsula in an encroaching Northern sea. Something about Wallis, herself, evoked this same impression.




  Baltimore was now three thousand miles away and she was married to a Lieutenant-Commander in the United States Navy, which meant she saw her husband only at the Navy’s convenience. In the three and a half years since her wedding in November 1916 to Earl Winfield Spencer, Jr. (then only a Lieutenant Junior Grade), they had been transferred three times. Twice, she had felt an outsider to Navy society. When Win had been reassigned to North Island, California, near San Diego, she devised a scheme to change that pattern.




  She found a charming furnished house on Flora Drive in nearby, socially prestigious, Coronado, with an enormous studio living room which opened on to a large, brick-walled, Spanish-style patio rimmed by an immense flame-colored bougainvillaea vine. Immediately, she gave a series of small cocktail and dinner parties (ostensibly to honor the steady incursion of top naval officers who came and went at Win’s base), to which she invited some of Coronado’s most prominent residents, who, of course, would then be obliged to return the invitation.




  Wallis was quickly recognized as a talented and witty hostess who not only served superb food but had an undeniable knack for putting together a stimulating guest list. The young Spencers were living above their means and Wallis was always having to ask for her family’s assistance. But she felt confident that their new friends would benefit them socially, for there were invitations to polo at Del Monte, beach parties at La Jolla and weekends at Santa Barbara where they met the rich and the powerful. Win was highly critical of her fast-moving social circle and in a constant state about her extravagances. “We are not rich,” he would chide her. “And if this keeps up we’ll end up in the poorhouse!” She dismissed this easily, for Win never had a good word to say about anything.




  After meeting Win—so handsome and high-spirited—she had written her mother, Alice, “I have just met the world’s most fascinating aviator!” Alice, who was presently visiting with her, had begged her to wait, but Wallis married her airman only a few months later. She soon had to contend with Win’s strange and sudden shifts of temperament, the emotional highs that would often erupt into violence. She had learned quickly how to recognize a coming storm. The laugh wrinkles around his dark eyes disappeared and he became morosely silent. Alcohol was responsible for Win’s changes of mood and his violent outbursts. It also increased his jealousy of any small attention paid to her by another man. Wallis freely admitted to being flirtatious. What red-blooded Southern girl was not?




  She ran her hands down the smooth plum-satin torso of her gown. She had lied to Win about its price, making up the difference herself with the small check she had received from Uncle Sol. He had meant it to be used to entertain Alice during her visit. But her mother had already received a dozen invitations from Wallis’s friends and she did not feel the least bit guilty in appropriating the money to buy a dress which set off her slender figure to perfection and was, at the same time, elegant and distinctive.




  She had borrowed Alice’s pearls and her chignon was held in place by tortoise combs sprinkled with small diamonds, the pair inherited from Grandmother Warfield. Entering or leaving a room she would make an impression. Wallis laughed at her own theatricality. She accepted many things about herself: her need to impress, her ambition to be more than she was, her fetish for tidiness, and her obsession with perfection in her dress, the flowers in her home, the table she set, the food she served.




  She knew some people considered her a social climber, a bit too ambitious and vain. Army and Navy bases had their fill of bored, envious service wives and daughters, and Wallis, not infrequently, was the subject of their catty gossip.






  “Well, let them talk,” Wallis had decided. “At least they turn their heads when I go by.”




  Slowly and lovingly she drew on her high-buttoned white satin gloves. The slippery softness against her bare arms, the ritual of massaging each finger into place, of erasing every tiny crease with the tips of the fingers of her other hand, gave her a satisfying sensual feeling. She had practiced a curtsy all morning. Marianna Fulham, Rear Admiral Fulham’s daughter, and her good friend, had also assured her that Fiona Bell-Hawkins, the English resident who had arranged the reception, had included Win and herself on the list of guests to be presented to the Prince.




  “Bessie Wallis, don’t you look jus’ grand!” her mother called from the doorway, drawing out her daughter’s hated childhood name so that it became even more offensive to her.




  Wallis turned away from the mirror. “Thank you, Mama,” she smiled stiffly. Her Southern upbringing was apparent in the cadence of her words but not nearly as prominent as in her mother’s speech, for Wallis had spent long hours as a child talking in front of a mirror so that she could overcome it. A touch of the Old South could be charming. Her mother’s speech, on the other hand, lacked polish.




  Time had not dealt too kindly with Alice Montague Warfield Rasin and she was outwitting it the only way she knew how—by covering the age spots on her fragile fair skin with chalky powder, using dark-brown pencil on her gray brows, rouging her cheeks and wearing dresses that emphasized her still-firm breasts and wasp waist. Wallis covertly glanced at the plunging neckline of her mother’s black beaded gown. More the Merry Widow than ever, she thought, her face flushed with embarrassment, though she did not comment.




  Until Wallis’s marriage to Win, Alice had been her lifeline and they had been more like friends than mother and daughter. Although not knowledgeable about intellectual pursuits, Alice knew a lot about life. Witty, full of gaiety, she always had the most wonderful stories to tell and defiantly had refused to be daunted by the hard life she and her fatherless daughter had shared. “Don’t you evah believe we’re poor. We are jus’ a mite, temporarily broke” was her most repeated axiom. And somehow she would borrow additional money from Uncle Sol so that Wallis could have a new frock and attend the right schools.




  “Well, how do I look?” Alice asked, stepping backward.


  “Just fine, Mama.”




  “Fine? That doesn’t sound like much of a compliment to me.”




  “You certainly look too young to be my mother,” Wallis laughed.




  “That’s bettah,” Alice grinned.




  Wallis could not help but be amused as she watched her mother preen. She was pleased Alice had come to visit. Her mother was lusty and fun, capable of saying the most outrageous things. Lord, nothing fazed Mama! And she had plainspoken advice for every occasion. “Darlin’,” she had told Wallis that very morning, ‘"course I can see Win’s a drunkard. Got a mean temper, too, an’ he’s jealous to boot. But so far the Navy hasn’t caught on. So you make the most of that. An’ if a time evah comes when the bad is heaped higher than the good—you jus’ dig in as deep an’ fast as you can, an’ start shovelin’ your way out.”




  Win’s drinking had grown steadily worse the last few months. Most nights he came home late, alcohol strong on his breath, his voice thick, his manner aggressive, often threatening. He’d drink himself into a stupor on Saturday nights because he didn’t have to fly on Sundays and, before passing out, would become belligerent. Once, when he planned a bachelor evening with his friends, he hogtied her to the bed to keep her home and then, while she was helplessly bound, spread out her framed family photographs on the floor in front of her and shattered and ground the glass with the heel of his boot. Win had a terrible anger within him. She could not admit to herself that he was a sadist although she sensed his violence was not normal. This is a terrible phase that he will come out of, she kept telling herself. For sober, Win cast a manly figure, possessed great charm and a sense of humor. They made a handsome couple, a fact that she did not doubt increased the number of invitations they received. To leave Win at the present time could end her social life in Coronado. And where would she go, and how would she support herself?




  Wallis pushed such unpleasant thoughts out of her mind as she turned away from the mirror. “I do look smart, don’t I, Mama?” she grinned. She went over to Alice and extended a gloved hand. “These buttons are real nail breakers. Could you help?” Both of them heard the front door slam shut. With a small affectionate squeeze of her daughter’s gloved hand, Alice disappeared discreetly up the hall to her own room.




  Win stood in the doorway tanned and lean, his close-cropped mustache impeccably trimmed. The gold officer’s stripes and the brass buttons on his uniform caught the sunlight that slithered from the sides of the shades. He whistled insinuatingly and then laughed. “We must be going someplace.” The undertone of sarcasm in his voice hinted at harsher forces working beneath the surface. He entered the room with an uneven step.




  Good Lord, Wallis thought, he must have stopped at the Officers’ Club and had at least two double gins. He skimmed his hat across the room where it landed straight up in the center of the bed. “You know I hate that. It’s bad luck,” Wallis admonished.




  “I’m not superstitious,” he replied.




  “Well, like every other Southern girl who had a colored mammy, I am. Never throw your hat on a bed was Ellie’s number-one rule.” He removed his tie and hung it over the doorknob. “Never hang anything on a doorknob was another. Ellie had a rule for everything. Never sit down thirteen at table, never start a journey on a Friday, never let a peacock feather into your house.”




  He laughed derisively and she angrily scooped up the hat from the bed, lifted the tie from the doorknob and placed them both atop his bureau. “The Bassetts are coming by to pick us up in twenty minutes; please be ready.” Her tone had turned cold.




  “How about one for the road?”




  “I’ll have a chilled martini waiting for you in the living room,” she said with an edge that he understood meant quite the opposite. “You’ll need to change into your dress uniform. The occasion is very formal. The Prince of Wales is the guest of honor, remember?” She dosed the door before he could reply and then stood there for a moment to collect herself. I won’t let him spoil my evening, she thought, the words ricocheting inside her head.




  Wallis was not without strong feeling for Win. To her humiliating distraction, when he was sober she still found him enormously attractive. Headstrong, hot-blooded, danger-loving—off alcohol Win represented the kind of venturesome man whom women could rely on in the most desperate of situations. Though he had never had to, she was certain he could fight off an attacker, or carry her to safety in fire, flood or war. Win was moved by the most primal forces, and Wallis admired his basic maleness. She also respected his abilities as a pilot and an officer. His men had flown a total of 35,000 hours without one fatal crash, or even a serious injury, or a single scrubbed plane.




  The problem as she interpreted it, trying hard to rationalize her feelings, was that Win did not respect his own accomplishments. He was a fighting man who, with the war over, had been left with no way to prove his steel. That was why he drank and turned on her so often she was sure. Nonetheless, this knowledge did not ease the pain she suffered with his abuse.




  She joined Alice in the living room and chattered away inconsequentially as she glanced nervously up at the mantel dock. In the bedroom Win could be heard slamming drawers open and shut. This was followed by ten minutes when he could not be heard at all. Finally, Wallis stepped into the corridor, and called, “What are you doing, Win? The Bassetts will be here soon. Do hurry.”




  The bedroom door opened and he strode down the hallway singing at the top of his lungs, “I found my love in Avalon—be-side-the-bay,” then lunged through the archway that divided the front room from the rest of the house. He had obviously located what he had been looking for in his bureau—a bottle of gin.




  “Mr. Caruso bettah watch out,” Alice commented.




  He paused as he came abreast of Wallis and laid his hand heavily on her bare shoulder. “Oh, Lord, not in front of Mama,” she thought. “He wouldn’t dare get rough.” She pried his hand from her flesh and straightened the straps on her gown. “You’re drunk,” she said, and then called out, “Mama, help me get him to the sofa.” Alice was immediately at her side.




  “I left my love in Avalon,” Win sang, his voice raised to percussion volume, “and-sailed-a-way.” He seemed happy enough and allowed the two women to guide him over to the sofa and then promptly collapsed onto it. A car squeaked to a stop outside. “The Bassetts,” Wallis said. “Now that’s just swell!”




  “You get your wrap, darlin’, while I stop them from comin’ in,” Alice ordered. “I’ll tell Mr. Bassett that Win’s been delayed at the base.” She swept up her cape and evening bag from a chair near the front door and rushed out.




  If either Rita or Joe Bassett guessed the reason for Alice’s surprising appearance on the pathway of the house, good manners prevailed. They returned to the car where, once they saw Alice comfortably seated in the back, they waited for Wallis. When she joined them, they each commented on how charming she looked and kept up a light banter of superficial conversation all the way to their destination.




  The rambling, towered, ornate Hotel del Coronado had been designed a decade earlier by the leading architect Stanford White in the style of a Mediterranean palace. Three flags—American, British, and the state flag of California—flew atop the front façade. Palm trees looking like leafy windmills lined the wide circular driveway, already crowded with arrogant limousines, their long noses waxed to a glistening finish. The sky was a dark Prussian blue. A wind had risen and with it the pungent evening water scents from San Diego Bay. Night would momentarily slipcase the day in darkness, but the hotel, every light blazing, would turn the space it occupied into a blur of incandescence.




  As Wallis entered the pillared grand foyer—with its Spanish tile floors set gem-like in colors of tourmaline, jade and lapis lazuli, the massive, intricately designed wrought-iron chandeliers, the heavily carved Spanish furniture and urns (large enough to conceal Ali Baba) filled with exotic flowers—she felt as though she was stepping into a Castilian past where the sound of castanets and the sight of mantilla-crowned women would have been quite natural.




  A shiver of excitement shot through her. She had been to a dozen or more gala affairs at the Hotel del Coronado but tonight was somehow different. The electricity generated was like opening night at the opera. Women wore their best jewels. Heads turned with each new arrival and bobbed after each entrant had passed. Over a thousand guests, drawn from society’s crème de la crème, were due to arrive, many of them having traveled from as far up the coast as San Francisco. The Prince of Wales was not to appear until nine P.M. and Wallis wondered how she could contain her curiosity until then.




  Over the grand entrance of the Crown Ballroom, the hotel’s most impressive salon, was a gilt crown embossed upon a Spanish coat of arms, presumably that of Queen Isabella. A gilt fleur-de-lys, the Prince of Wales’s emblem, had been added for the occasion. The magisterial Fiona Bell-Hawkins took Wallis aside as she entered. “My dear, where’s Win?” she asked, her gray eyes two pointed stones in her long, narrow face. “He is coming, is he not?” she added, chin jutted forward, her wide mouth twisting out the words.




  “He’s been delayed at the base. Why? Is there a problem?” Wallis asked, trying to keep her voice casual.




  “It’s the presentations. All the names have to be submitted beforehand.”




  “Just give mine. Win won’t mind, I promise you.”




  “I think His Royal Highness would very much enjoy exchanging a few words with Win. He’s extremely interested in flying and Win is, after all, one of the finest pilots on the base. If you could let me know as soon as he arrives,” Fiona replied, and then loped off.




  Wallis surveyed the room. Everyone who was anyone in the San Diego Bay area was there. Win’s stripes would have been lost among all the top brass and gold stars. But Wallis was far more interested in the exquisitely dressed woman she sighted talking to Lucien and Andrea Faraday, whose yacht she had sailed on recently. Wallis had studied enough fashion and society magazines to recognize the gown the woman wore as a Worth, bought, no doubt, in Paris, and its owner as the thrice-married Averill Gavin, a member of the Vanderbilt clan.




  She made her way over to the Faradays. From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Alice laughing a bit too raucously at something Joe Bassett was saying. Well, her mother was enjoying herself, so that was just fine.




  “Why, hello, Wally,” Lucien grinned as Wallis joined their small circle.




  Averill pushed a blond ringlet back from her pale heart-shaped face and patted it tenderly into place. “Don’t you look marvelous, Wallis. However did you find such a stunning gown in stodgy old San Diego?”




  “Not easily,” Wallis replied. Lucien laughed and she joined in.




  “Isn’t that Win coming our way?” Andrea said.




  Wallis glanced casually over to the entrance of the room, certain that Andrea was mistaken. To her astonishment, Win—his step purposeful, his arms whirling propellers as he winged his way roughly through the throngs of guests, deaf to their sharp asides—headed straight for her. Thank God, he was wearing his dress uniform, although his tie was askew. In moments, he would confront her and she would have to say or do something that would avoid embarrassment. The Faradays and Averill would have had to be blind fools not to notice that he had been drinking heavily. She moved quickly toward him and took his arm in what she hoped appeared to be an affectionate gesture. Speaking loudly enough for those nearby to hear, she said, “Win, darlin’, well the Navy does have a heart after all.”




  She raised herself up on her toes and kissed him lightly on the cheek. His eyes were bloodshot, his face flushed. A bit kittenishly, she straightened his tie. “You certainly must have been in a terrible hurry to get here,” she said, and then drew him onto the dance floor.




  “I should have handcuffed you to the bed,” he muttered, his voice still thick. “Whose husband did you plan on seducing?”




  His fingers cut into her back as he held her. He was just sober enough to move in time with the music.




  “I’m not interested in other women’s husbands and you damn well know it,” she said under her breath. “I came because I thought Mama would like to see the Prince of Wales.”




  “And you?”




  “Well, who isn’t curious about a prince? I don’t expect he’ll ever again be back this way.”




  The orchestra ended the set and Wallis led Win to the edge of the dance floor where she had just sighted her mother. “I’m sure you want to dance with Mama,” she said, and gave Alice a look that indicated she needed her help.




  “Let’s jus’ sit this one out, Win,” Alice smiled and linked her arm through his as she steered him away.




  “The Prince,” a large, much bejeweled woman close to Wallis confided in a husky voice as a low buzz spread throughout the room. “Why, he’s standing over by the drinks table!” The orchestra struck up a chorus of Irving Berlin’s “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody.” The woman could hardly contain herself. “They say that’s his favorite song!” she exclaimed, “And that he’s wild about dancing!”




  Wallis’s first impression of the Prince of Wales was of a fair, slender figure, short, looking surprisingly more boyish than she had imagined. He was, in fact, twenty-five at the time, two years older than herself. But even in his impressive naval uniform, he seemed more the young man around town than heir to a throne. He was chatting away to Fiona in a pleasant manner, and when the music ended, crossed over to the bandstand to shake hands and exchange a few words with the orchestra leader. By the Prince’s side, also in uniform, stood a tall, dark youthful man with a most arrogant air.




  “That’s the Prince’s cousin, Lieutenant Mountbatten,” the heavyset woman who had chosen to become Wallis’s instant confidante told her. “He’s only twenty, I understand, but he could put his shoes under my bed anytime.”




  Wallis gave her a cool side glance. The dance floor was cleared. Fiona reappeared by the Prince’s side with the Faradays, Averill Gavin and the most senior officers (along with their wives). Wallis edged closer, hoping to catch Fiona’s eye as she gathered the next group together to be presented to the two royal cousins. At one point in the proceedings, Fiona glanced in her direction, and then deliberately turned away. Wallis’s breath caught. She was to be passed by.




  “I must find Mama,” she told Win, who had come up behind her.




  “Alice is doing just dandy on her own,” he said. His grasp tightened around her waist as he guided her with unrelenting pressure through the dusters of feathered and sequined guests, too caught up in their fascination at being so dose to royalty to give Wallis more than a brief look of irritation as Win bulldozed her toward the door.




  She was strong enough to have resisted him. Once, in a drunken state, he had struck her across the face and she had swung back with all her might, knocking him right off his feet. Slight as she was, his size alone did not frighten her. In public when she had stood up to him, he had quit his bullying tactics. But from the moment she had first seen him coming toward her in the ballroom, she experienced a new kind of fear. Something in the hard glint of his eyes, the chill in his voice, had alarmed her. Any wrong move on her part and he would reel out of control. And, more than anything else, Wallis was terrified of a public scene, especially one on an occasion as socially important as this one.




  Years later, she would have trouble recalling the events of this evening in their proper sequence. At this time, she had a conscious feeling that the night was especially important. For that reason, she made herself aware of as many of the details as she could. Her most vivid impression was of Win, holding her with one hand, a cigarette between the twitching fingers of the other, brooding, impatient, moment by delayed moment growing dangerously agitated as they stood in the crisp breeze waiting for the parking attendant to bring their small roadster to the front canopy.




  She stared across the brilliantly lit hotel driveway, feeling as though a thousand pairs of eyes peered at her from the darkness beyond. From inside came the sound of distant music, a loud and precariously pitched trumpet making it difficult for her to recognize the song. Humiliation overcame her as she replayed in her mind the scene of Win propelling her through the ballroom.




  Her body grew slack, her resistance to Win’s hold weaker, almost nonexistent. Win was not in her thoughts at all. She was angry that she had not been presented to the Prince and she longed to be back inside the ballroom swaying to the music.




  Their car was pulled to a halt before them. A red-jacketed attendant held the door open on the passenger side. “Get in,” Win commanded and let go of her hand.




  Later, she would question why she had not turned away and run back into the hotel. Now, she just wanted to avoid a public scene, and so she came around the rear of the car and slid into the seat beside him. She had not been given time to collect her cape. Trembling from the cold, she wrapped her arms about herself. Something about the gesture, the touch of her own flesh, brought tears to her eyes.




  “I’ll never forgive you for this evening,” she said as Win revved the motor and the car jolted forward out of the circle of light and into the dark silence of the deserted road that led to their house.




  Win’s perception had altered. They were driving so dose to the edge of the road that twice they careened over the curb. As the car pressed recklessly into the night, a wide grin of exhilaration split open his face. If past history was repeated, he would force himself upon her when they reached home. The thought of him making love to her in his present condition filled Wallis with revulsion. If she could not outwit him, she would have to fight him off and as drunk as he was this could be dangerous.




  She clutched her arms tighter around her body. I must not let him see how frightened I am, she thought. She slid her hands down into her lap where she clasped her evening bag as though it were a weapon. “I thought he was very disappointing, didn’t you?” she asked, her voice amazingly controlled.




  “Who?”




  “The Prince of Wales. Terribly short. And boyish.”




  Win didn’t reply although his foot eased up on the gas pedal.




  She must remain cool, let Win believe her fear had passed. “I suppose he’s a real person, in spite of who he is,” she said. “It’s hard to conceive of a boy like that living with the knowledge that one day he will be King and have all that responsibility.”




  “My heart bleeds for him,” Win jeered as he turned into their driveway and ground to a stop.




  She jumped out and headed for the front door. Luckily, he had left it ajar in his rush to bring her back from the hotel. She thought she might make a dash for their room and then lock herself in, but he was right at her heels. She entered the house without comment and went into the living room. “Shall we have a nightcap?” she asked, playing for time. He stood leering down at her, so close she could feel his breath.




  “If you need a drink, don’t use me as an excuse,” he snapped. The violence had crept back under his voice. “You like to get me angry, don’t you, Wallis? It excites you. Like a professional soldier. It puts color into that magnolia skin of yours, makes your nipples harden.”




  She managed to sidestep him, but he grabbed her right wrist. The buttons on her glove cut into her flesh. “Stop this, Win,” she ordered, and with all her strength pulled free. Her hand and wrist hurt. She would have to cover the bruises the next day. The only thing that mattered now was to get out of this room, away from the deadly assault his eyes threatened.




  “It’s you who likes these war games. Not me,” she countered. “But you notice you only play them when you’re fired up on booze? Maybe you’re a real man up there in the sky, or behind the wheel of a car, or in the officers’ club with your men. But sex makes a coward of you.”




  The impact of her words momentarily had stunned him and she continued, “You just aren’t sure you have the ammunition and so you drink and get drunk and when the alcohol takes over and fires your courage, you bully your way into a semblance of manhood.”




  The fury in his eyes made the blood pound against her temples. She turned away and started toward the door. His arm whipped out and he spun her back. A barrage of words was the only defense she could muster. “What I find so contemptible,” she hissed, “is your sham, your bold-faced hypocrisy—your nauseating attempts to make me feel less a woman so that you can feel more a man!”






  His hand swung out, catching her on the cheek. Wallis reeled, stumbled backward and would have fallen except for the support of a high-backed chair directly behind her. Never had she felt as endangered as she did at this moment. She must get past him to the safety of their room. Whatever had enraged him would remain a mystery until he was sober when, as often happened, he would be miserably penitent for his foul behavior.




  He started toward her. When he was only a hand’s reach away, she slid down onto the floor, rolled over out of his grasp, and then, half crouching, her dress hiked above her ankles, staggered from the living room into the hallway where, once upright, she ran to their room, securing the lock just as he approached the door from the other side.




  Utter darkness enveloped her. All the breath was gone from her lungs. The knob turned sharply over and over. She expected him to break in the door. She could visualize him glaring, his face purple with fury, stepping back, a bullish gesture before starting to ram it. She edged noiselessly away, keeping dose to the wall. Her hand slipped down to remove her spike-heeled shoes, a better weapon, at least, than her purse. Several terrifying moments passed. His heavy footsteps sounded in retreat down the hallway. Then—silence. She wasn’t sure how long she stood with her back against the wall, too frightened to move, fearing he would suddenly come crashing through the window. Finally, she decided he must have gone back into the living room for a gin from the bar.




  A narrow strip of moonlight cut across her bed. She headed toward it and, after carefully folding back the spread, sat down exhausted on the edge, removed the combs from her hair and unclasped the pearls from about her neck, placing them neatly on the side table. One by one she eased her fingers from her gloves and then folded them before putting them down next to the other items. Even in the dimness around her she could see the dark marks on her wrist. She lifted her wounded hand and pressed her lips gently against the soreness. Win had bruised more than her flesh. She knew in this moment that she would never feel the same toward him. Still dressed, she eased herself back onto the pillows, determined to remain awake until her mother had returned.




  How, she thought, had she managed to mess up her life so badly? She had no answer, but to stave off drowsiness, she forced herself to remember the past, trying to extricate from her memory that one decisive incident that might have led to her current desperate situation.
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  Daylight and shadow had both vanished as Bessie Wallis waited in the vast dimly lit library of Grandmother Warfield’s house on Preston Street for her mother to come and take her away. She sat on the edge of the leather sofa with its enticing slipperiness. Many times she had been chastised for bouncing and sprawling on it. “Bessie Wallis,” her grandmother would say severely, “how will you ever grow up to be a lady unless you learn to keep your back straight?” Now she sat stiffly, only her large, expressive eyes moving as she watched the elderly woman sway back and forth in the familiar green-velvet upholstered rocking chair.




  During the five years Bessie Wallis had lived in the Preston Street house she had spent countless hours in this awesome room on the second floor, the windows almost always closed, the scent of old leather and violet sachet suffocating her as her grandmother rocked and retold stories of Baltimore’s brave history during the Civil War or quoted endlessly from the Bible. Despite the old woman’s austere nature, the child loved her very much and sensed that her affection was fully returned. And though the house had a forbidding ambience, Bessie Wallis seemed not to notice. She had come to live there when she was five months old, and it was the only home she had ever known.




  Baltimore is a city of row houses. The Warfields’ was a red-brick, four-story building (not including the basement which held the kitchen). Outwardly, it was identical to its neighbors, with white marble front steps and stoop kept pristine by the daily scrubbing of the scullery maid. But the Warfields, whose home this had been for several generations, had placed their own unique stamp on the interior. Dark woods, dense velvets and brown leather prevailed, giving the interior its ominous air. Paintings were hung in such profusion that there were large expanses where the flocked wallpaper was obscured. A long parlor filled with oversized, heavily carved and darkly upholstered furniture dominated the ground floor. Sofas and chairs were straight-backed and lace-cuffed. A bust of the Widow Warfield’s husband commanded the room from a sturdy library table positioned in the center. Deep, wine-colored portieres kept out the daylight and the intrusion at night of a streetlamp that faced the front windows. Bessie Wallis was allowed into the parlor only when company came, at which times she was brought downstairs to be introduced and then ushered hurriedly back to her own room.




  Twin mahogany breakfronts—on which gleamed the Warfields’ fine collection of Baltimore’s famous Kirk silver, baroque and profusely encrusted with design—lined the opposite sides of the dining room, which was across the hallway from the parlor. The most imposing of Grandmother Warfield’s three rocking chairs, from which she ruled her world, was situated between two ceiling-high windows. Perched on top of the back of the chair was a fierce, carved, beak-nosed American eagle. From this bizarre, throne-like rocker, each morning, her grandmother gave the servants their instructions for the day.




  Grandmother Warfield wore black dresses with starched, high white collars that cupped her narrow chin. A white linen cap with black satin ribbons covered her gray hair, which she drew back into a tight bun. Around one bony wrist hung a black enamel memorial bracelet. The rest of her jewels were kept under her bed in a padlocked iron box that had not been taken out since the death of her husband, Major Henry Warfield, many years before Bessie Wallis had come to live there.




  The Warfields, one of Baltimore’s most prominent families, had originally come from England where they could trace their roots to the time of William the Conqueror. One of their ancestors, Robert de Warfield, had been a knight of the famous Order of the Garter during the reign of King Edward III. King John had awarded another Warfield a grand estate, Warfield Manor, which sat on former Crown land in Windsor Forest. And the family had ties with the powerful English clans of Neville, Upton and Elye. The Warfields had come to America in 1662, and had helped to settle the state of Maryland. Warfield men had fought courageously and with much honor in the Revolutionary and Civil wars, first against British rule and then on the side of the Confederacy. A Warfield had been governor-elect of Maryland, another, a member of Congress. Such an illustrious heritage imbued the family members—who considered themselves American aristocracy—with a degree of inbred arrogance.




  The last of her grandmother’s trio of rocking chairs, a simpler, more homely model, sat in the bay of its owner’s bedroom. Reposing on a table beside it was the great family Bible, a faded purple ribbon marking the place where she had last been reading. Mrs. Warfield was profoundly religious. “Episcopalian High Church,” she would primly say so that there would be no mistaking her position on certain aspects of Protestant doctrine. Since the age of three, Bessie Wallis had sat for an hour each day on a petit-point stool at the old woman’s feet, listening to her read from the Bible. Her grandmother smelled of dried violets and her touch—no matter what the temperature—was cool, and the child found both of these characteristics reassuring.




  Ellie, Bessie Wallis’s black mammy, was afraid of Grandmother Warfield, although she seemed otherwise to be the bravest person in the world, even speaking up on occasion to Uncle Sol, who also lived in the house on Preston Street. Uncle Sol was Mrs. Warfield’s unmarried oldest son, Solomon Davies Warfield, head of the family, political hopeful and a banker of means. He had lost a bitter battle to become Mayor of Baltimore and had organized the Independent Democrats, a splinter group of the Democratic party.




  A tough adversary, ruthless in his methods, cold of manner, Uncle Sol was in his thirties, a distinguished, rather stern, small-statured man, always impeccably dressed. He wore an ascot and a high stiff collar to breakfast and never sat with one leg crossed over the other, which he claimed ruined the crease in his trousers. His calculating eyes were clear blue and the bone structure of his face strong and punctuated handsomely by a trim mustache that rimmed his upper lip. With all his hard-edged reserve, Uncle Sol was not unattractive and there was whispered speculation (not heard by the child) about his stays in New York where he maintained an apartment and of his passionate interest in the opera, more particularly, its divas.




  Attached to his watch chain was a silver nail clipper and when he was concentrating the biting sound of metal on nail would perforate the silence. Bessie Wallis tried her best to love him but he inspired too much fear in her to make this possible. Uncle Sol, she was often reminded, was a very important man. Not only was he the president of a bank and one of the city’s strongest political forces, he was Baltimore’s Postmaster, a position of considerable esteem and power. Even his younger brothers, Emory and Harry, looked up to him as the patriarch of the family, a man due unqualified respect.




  Her feelings toward her grandmother were entirely different from the way she regarded Uncle Sol. Ellie would often grunt, “That woman’s don’ got ice watah fuh blood,” or “That woman don’ know nothin’ 'bout chillun.” But, despite Ellie’s grumbling, she never spoke up to Mrs. Warfield, perhaps be cause she knew that Bessie Wallis had found a corner of warmth and kindness in her grandmother that had not been discovered by many others.




  The short passage that led from the library to Mrs. Warfield’s bedroom contained a grandfather clock which now struck the hour of six. Bessie Wallis glanced toward the door. Dulcie, the upstairs maid, her Indian features etched boldly on her brown face, entered, as she did every evening at this hour, to turn on the lamp that sat on the carved-wood library table. The petticoats under her black dress and starched white apron made a rustling sound as she moved. She came and went without saying a word, but she managed a flickering smile for the child.




  “It’s a good thing I had the sense to feed you first,” Grandmother Warfield said in the bone-sharp voice that indicated some displeasure. “The only thing Alice was ever on time for was your birth.” Her chair did not stop rocking back and forth. “Now you remember when you’re with your mother, don’t drink coffee. The stuff will turn your skin yellow. And don’t you have any words with any of that Northern scruff she knows. Did Ellie pack your Bible?”




  “Yes, ma’am,” the child replied.




  “That was your daddy’s, you know, so you treat it well, hear me?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  “While he was in this house he never missed a service. Now, child, do you know why you’re leaving the only real home you’ve ever had?”




  “Because it was mama’s decision,” she replied, having been told this several times that day.




  “It’s her Montague frivolousness. She’s a widow just like I am, but she won’t accept it. Flittin’ about Baltimore as she does with all those no-goods and Northerners. And now movin’ from this proper home to a hotel, no less! I never knew a respectable woman in my life who lived in a hotel, and most particularly one with a girl child.”




  Bessie Wallis squirmed uncomfortably, knowing what her grandmother was about to say, for the old woman could be relied upon to repeat certain things as she did her litany.




  “Your father, Teackle, was too young and fevered to be held responsible for your mother’s lack of good sense and morals. Tuberculosis weakens the mind as it does the body. And so, poor child, you might have been a bastard, but the Warfields have a fear and love of God. Your father did what was right and married your mother so that you would not be illegitimate. You will remember to say a prayer for your dead father every night?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  “And you will say a prayer each night for your Uncle Sol who insisted we make a home here for you and your mother?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  Back and forth the rocker went as Mrs. Warfield silently studied the child. She was glad that Bessie Wallis looked like the Warfields. Of her four sons, only Teackle had resembled her mother’s family, the weak-chinned, myopic Emorys. But, thankfully, the child had the strong Warfield jawline and the directness of eyes that her husband, Henry, and her other sons shared. From birth, Bessie Wallis had displayed the Warfield look ( enhanced, she had to admit, by the fair skin and distinctive violet eyes of the Montague women), a fact so obvious that no one could have disputed Alice’s word that the girl was a Warfield.




  The sound of a horse and buggy could be heard pulling up before the house. The doorbell rang, but Mrs. Warfield continued rocking. A few moments later, Eddie, Uncle Sol’s elegant Negro servant, dressed as always in a black frock coat, gray trousers and wing collar, appeared in the doorway.




  “Miz Wahfield, someone don’ come fuh Missy,” he said uncomfortably.




  “Am I to understand it is not her mother?”




  “He be a—” Eddie suffered from asthma, and at this moment he was seized with an attack of it that caused his breath to come and go in whistles and wheezes.




  Mrs. Warfield stood up, slowly took the few steps to the window which overlooked the front stoop, pushed aside the lace curtains, glanced down below and then, her arthritis evident, walked stiffly back to her chair. “The child is not goin’ to leave this house for a hotel in the company of a hansom driver,” she said implacably. “You will go with her as soon as you’re through with your spasm.” Still wheezing, Eddie turned to leave. “And you tell Ellie she’s to go, too.”




  Bessie Wallis could not suppress a happy grin. Her mother had said they could not afford to have Ellie come with her, a decision that had propelled the large, otherwise indomitable black woman into a state all week, with sighs, tears and protestations to the Lord.




  It would be years before Bessie Wallis would learn the true reason for her mother’s departure from the house on Preston Street. But even at this early age she had overheard backstairs gossip. Her Uncle Sol had fallen in love with Alice, whose bedroom on the third floor (which connected with Bessie Wallis’s) was just down the corridor from his own. Her grandmother had not wanted her bachelor son to marry, nor did she fancy a scandal. Alice had taken a small journey to visit her cousin Lelia in Virginia while Bessie Wallis stayed with her grandmother, who told her she was now to live permanently with her. The child was desolated by this news. But Alice returned to Baltimore, moved to the Brexton Hotel and demanded that her child be allowed to leave the house on Preston Street.




  Bessie Wallis suspected that her grandmother and her mother did not like each other very much, a perception that had made her sad and at the same time stretched her loyalty to the farthest bounds as she tried desperately hard to prove her love to each of them.




  “Never forget you’re a Warfield,” her grandmother said as she rose again from her chair. With a sharp upward gesture of her hand, she bade Bessie Wallis to rise. “The Warfields of Maryland have prospered for generations because they are sturdy, industrious and High Church.” She leaned down and cupped a hand beneath her granddaughter’s chin. Their gazes met and locked. “You have the Warfield look,” she said. “A plain face but well-marked and with eyes that aren’t afraid to return a person’s contemplation.” She kissed the little girl on her forehead and lightly patted her on the head before turning aside. “You better go now,” she ordered.




  Bessie Wallis stood uneasily. She detected a strange quivering in her grandmother’s tone. She had just taken a step toward her when Ellie’s voice came in excited spurts and gasps up the front staircase.




  “Where is you, chile? Where you be?”




  “Bye, Grandmama,” she said, and ran out of the library, smack into Ellie’s large form. For a moment she considered going back up to her room, which had been a sun porch before her occupancy and was the one bright area in the house. She had purposely left her favorite doll, Sally (which Dulcie had made from a corn husk and Ellie had dressed in calico), under the window seat and wanted to make sure it had not been removed. If Sally remained she somehow felt the room was still hers. But Ellie hustled her downstairs where Eddie waited with a large carpetbag that contained all her other possess10ns.




  Once she was seated in the cab, she looked up to the lighted windows of the library. For a brief moment Grandmother Warfield’s slim, shadowy figure could be seen. Then the curtain slid into place and the velvet draperies were drawn. A chill suffused the girl’s body and she began to shiver.




  “Heah, chile, come closah to Ellie,” the black woman said. She covered her with her shawl and drew her near. “You’ll soon be with your mama,” she consoled.




  Bessie Wallis had no memory of her father. Teackle Wallis Warfield had died of tuberculosis when she was an infant. The photograph contained in the locket that her grandmother had given her, and which she always wore around her neck, was of a pale man with dreamy eyes set deeply in their sockets in a gaunt, angular face. Bessie Wallis had a way of scrunching up her eyes to make the picture seem animated, but she was never able to fully visualize her father as a real person. Her mother never spoke about him and whenever her grandmother mentioned his name, it was with a sigh, followed by a comment about his “Christian ways” which her mother had “subverted.” Bessie Wallis was not sure what that word meant, but she knew it was one of the reasons why Grandmother Warfield was so angry at her mother. Another reason was that the Warfields did not like the Montagues, “any more,” Alice once told her, “than did the Elizabethan Capulets.”




  Teackle’s physical decline and his daughter’s birth had, abetted by Sol’s persuasion, somewhat broken down Mrs. Warfield’s resistance to Alice, and Teackle had come home to Preston Street to die. His widow and child remained in the house under Warfield protection, but Montague-Warfield hostilities had not ceased. A battle raged over Bessie Wallis from the cradle.




  Both families shared the Mason-Dixon Line as a common frontier; otherwise they were dramatically opposed in temperament and outlook. For generations Montague women had been celebrated for their spirit and beauty and their men had made reputations as wits, rogues and gamblers. Maryland had been a divided state during the Civil War, the legislature having voted not to secede from the Union, while the sympathy and allegiance of the principal families were with the Confederate cause. Grandfather Warfield had been arrested and held prisoner for over a year for advocating Maryland’s secession. Alice’s father, Grandfather William Latane Montague, far more romantically, had been a spy for the Confederacy and run guns past Union lines. Now old and twice widowed, his mind gone, he lived in an institution outside Baltimore. Although Bessie Wallis had never seen him, occasionally her grandmother referred to him as “that crazy old man” and her mother told stories of his once glorious wartime adventures along with tales about other brave Montagues during the time of the Confederacy.




  Nearly forty years had passed since the end of the Civil War, but as Bessie Wallis still heard her grandmother and most of her older relatives talk about “the damnyankee soldiers” who ransacked their homes, she had come to believe the war had been fought and lost just before her birth. Ellie often spoke about how her mother had been a slave and had once shown her some Confederate money.




  Alice was a Montague through and through, daring, with an irrepressible love of life. Bessie Wallis was as much in awe of her mother’s beauty and gaiety as she was of her grandmother’s puritanical rectitude. She seemed to be the very center of a tug-of-war. When she misbehaved, Grandmother Warfield would cite the Montagues’ irresponsibility. Her good behavior, on the other hand, was attributed to her Warfield heritage. By contrast, her mother expressed exactly reversed sentiments.




  Despite the house’s intimidating aura, Bessie Wallis was frightened to be leaving Preston .Street for she had so often been warned of the hostile world waiting to set upon her beyond those revered walls. But she had desperately missed her mother in the six weeks they had been separated. With Alice away, all sound seemed to have been pressed from the house. No games were played, the piano in the front parlor was silent, and guests did not impatiently ring the doorbell. When Bessie Wallis pictured her mother in her thoughts, Alice was always laughing and running, eager to greet people.




  She could not help but envy her mother’s delicate, yet glowing, beauty although Grandmother Warfield said envy was a mortal sin. Alice had golden hair that framed a softly curved oval face. Her eyes were the violet-blue of the wild cornflowers that grew at the rear of Grandmother Warfield’s otherwise cultivated gardens. But perhaps the features Bessie Wallis envied most were her mother’s small retrousee nose (for hers was of a disconcerting length), her graceful hands and her tiny, narrow feet. Once she had seen Uncle Sol hold one of her mother’s slippers in the palm of his hand. Nightly, Bessie Wallis prayed that her feet would not grow. But every three months or so Grandmother Warfield would have to take her in her grand victoria drawn by Gadfly, the carriage horse, to the Emporium for a new pair of next-size shoes.




  As the cab carrying her to her mother jogged through the early darkness a dog ran out into the road and barked at the wheels. She put her arms as tightly as she could around Ellie’s ample waist, pressing her face against the large cushion-like breasts. Despite the rough-textured fabric of Ellie’s dress that made her cheeks itch, the child clung tighter. The black woman, touched, returned the embrace and smoothed the girl’s hair with her free hand.




  “Don’ you worry none, chile. You gwine to lak it fine bein’ with Miz Alice,” she consoled.




  “An’ a sight bettah 'an Woefield House,” Eddie, who was seated opposite them, commented.




  “Hush yo’ mouth,” Ellie commanded.




  Bessie Wallis pulled herself upright and raised her chin. Her violet eyes flashed in the moonlight. “I shall have two homes like Mary Beth Howard,” she said, recalling the daughter of the Warfields’ next-door neighbors, who also had a country house where they spent every summer. The idea pleased her and thus resolved, she moved over to the window and peered through the darkness, now anxious to arrive at her destination.






  *  *  *




  The Brexton was a quiet family hotel, but Bessie Wallis’s first impression was of a far more glamorous structure. To her eyes and in the soft blur of the streetlamps, the little white building with paint-chipped columns was a grand plantation house, the kind her mother described when she told stories about the Montagues’ former stately home, Wakefield Manor, in Virginia. (“That plantation has fallen into even worse neglect than when the Yankees stripped it bare,” Grandmother Warfield had sneered. “It’s been mortgaged and remortgaged; parts of it sold off. The Montagues never have been ones to hold on to things.”)




  As Eddie helped her down onto the bricked path that led to the front door, Alice came flying out to greet her. Tears filled her mother’s eyes as she grabbed her hands and then drew her dose, but when she broke away she was laughing merrily. “Oh, we are goin’ to have such a wonderful time!” she exclaimed and then pulled Bessie Wallis after her and into the warm, bright, firelit front reception room of the Brexton.




  What intrigued the child even more than her first excursion inside a hotel was the sight of her mother out of mourning clothes. Except for nightdresses and morning wrappers, Alice had always worn black at the Warfields’. She now was resplendent in a pale robin’s-egg-blue silk frock that outlined her generously rounded bosom and tiny waist. In her golden hair a matching bow was tied. Bessie Wallis thought she had never seen anyone quite so lovely.




  “Say 'how-de-do’ to Mrs. McConnell, Bessie Wallis,” her mother instructed.




  As though bestowing a favor, Mrs. McConnell, the apple-cheeked proprietress of the Brexton, leaned down and extended her hand for the child to shake. The large woman exuded a sour odor which caused Bessie Wallis to draw back. A disapproving glance from Alice propelled her to thrust her hand forward into Mrs. McConnell’s grasp.




  She was not to see much of Mrs. McConnell during the three months that she and Alice lived at the hotel, because her mother insisted they keep to themselves. On her part she might have enjoyed foraging in the great old basement kitchen and storerooms of the Brexton, or sitting in the reception room just watching the people come and go, for what she did see of the establishment’s residents was fascinating. There was a Reverend Peabody who carried an ivory Bible and dressed completely in white even to his stockings and shoes. He was a preacher who had lost his flock, Alice said; and there was Rosa Dellaporta, a friendly lady who spoke with a strange accent, had blue painted on her eyelids and dressed in the bright feather colors of Mrs. McConnell’s parrot that sat on a perch behind the registration desk and squawked all day long.




  Her new home was a pleasant double room that she shared with her mother and in which they ate all their meals on a tray although food was served to the rest of the guests in the dining room. Bessie Wallis sensed an undercurrent of unhappiness in her mother, but Alice’s blitheness of spirit prevailed at most times. Their room often rang with laughter and all tasks were turned into small games. Although independence exacted its price, Alice explained, it was worth it. Uncle Sol’s monthly contribution seemed never to be enough. Few jobs were open to women and these were for the most part dosed to ladies of her class and gentle rearing. Uneducated except in the decorous graces, she had, however, been taught, like most Southern women, how to sew, and quickly put her one useful talent to work by making children’s clothes for the Women’s Exchange.




  Bessie Wallis would sit at the one table in the room and hold a paper pattern while Alice cut bright pieces of doth. She taught her daughter to thread a needle and make little cross stitches and gave her scraps on which to practice. And as they both worked she told her stories she had made up about the adventures of Smudge the Cat who lived in one of the chimneys of Windsor Castle and who one night hid in Queen Victoria’s giant fur muff and became the Queen’s constant compamon.




  There were outings together—to Aunt Bessie’s, her mother’s older sister, rather forlorn excursions to the house on Preston Street, where she was suddenly and mysteriously treated like a visiting guest, and on Saturday mornings to Richmond market, an exciting adventure, worthy of any engaged in by Smudge the Cat. The market was open on all four sides and crisscrossed by aisles flanked with stalls heaped with every imaginable kind of produce and provender. The market bustled with people and smelled of fresh country foods and fish still carrying the sharp, briny scent of the sea, and of the sweet odor of chewy yellow taffy.




  Although Ellie had her own small house off Pennsylvania Avenue in the black section of town and did not expect to reside at the Brexton, Alice was firm in her decision that she could not afford a servant. Uncle Sol, who believed a white child without a mammy was unthinkable, insisted on paying her salary. Still, Alice remained adamant. And after an emotional and teary farewell, Ellie departed, much missed by Bessie Wallis, especially on afternoons when she was left alone while her mother delivered her work to the Women’s Exchange.




  There were also nights when, believing Bessie Wallis was sound asleep, Alice would dress in her most rustling clothes, and slip out for a visit with friends. When this happened a shivery feeling came over the child as she lay in the dark for hours, her eyes wide, filled with dread that her mother might never return. This loneliness and fear were painful for her to endure, but endure them she did, not knowing what else to do, not daring to displease her mother, especially now that her grandmother’s love seemed somehow to have diminished.




  She feigned sleep when Alice opened the door upon her return. The dim light from the hallway would trail into the room; and the dancing steps her mother took as she undressed, and the little song she hummed as she climbed into the large feather bed that they shared, gave her a warmth of reassurance. But there remained an unsettling fear that next time Alice might not come back.
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  Something about Uncle Sol disturbed Bessie Wallis. His presence engendered a sense of personal guilt in her. Suddenly, it would happen, like the dick of a camera. She would be happy and content and he would enter the room and she would experience a sharp catch in her heart and the air would seem to leave her body. Uncle Sol made her feel as though she had just done something shameful and been caught out. And yet, there was no denying his generosity.




  “Thank Uncle Sol for your new shoes, Bessie Wallis,” her mother would urge when they had returned from shopping to Preston Street before they had moved to the Brexton. This required obeisance occurred often enough for her to understand that Uncle Sol’s gifts to her were not without strings.




  Bessie Wallis could not help but observe that he did not treat her mother with the same dismissive, lording attitude that he did her. And, even before they had left her grandmother’s house, she had a child’s suspicion that her Uncle Sol was in love with her mother. It would have been the union of the sun and the moon, of fire and ice. And Bessie Wallis never believed in her heart that her mother could love Uncle Sol. Once, she had overheard Aunt Bessie say that her grandmother would never allow her bachelor son to leave her home, much less to marry. The child received the news with great relief.




  No secret had been made of her uncle’s contribution to Bessie Wallis and her mother’s support. Every month he deposited a sum of money in Alice’s name at the Continental Trust Company where he headed the bank’s board. However, the amount was ever-changing. The first month it was enough to cover all their expenses; the next, barely enough to pay Mrs. McConnell the rent; and the third, increased only a tad above starvation. “A banker’s way of remindin’ a frivolous widow of the hazards of independence,” Alice’s older sister, Bessie Merryman, sniffed when they went to call on her in her modest home on Chase Street. Aunt Bessie tried to convince Alice to move into the two small top-floor rooms. But for the time being, Alice chose to remain at the Brexton.




  One humid summer day, she dressed Bessie Wallis in her best cotton frock and walked with her all the way crosstown to Uncle Sol’s bank which occupied the lower two floors of the Calvert Building. Flushed, hot and exhausted, Bessie Wallis was content to be planked down on the hard wooden bench in the reception room while her mother disappeared into Uncle Sol’s private office, the thick-paneled oak door shut tight after her. Five minutes later, Alice reappeared in such a distracted state that she almost went right past the child without recognition.




  “Mama . . .” Bessie Wallis called, still afraid to rise from her perch.




  Alice grabbed her hand and pulled her after her into the street. “We’re moving to Aunt Bessie’s,” she announced, “and there’s lots to do.” She started off at a pace too difficult for Bessie Wallis to match, but feeling the tug of the child’s hand she stopped.




  “I’m afraid we haven’t got money for a cab,” she confessed. “Let’s make it a game. Every time we cross a street let’s pretend it’s a big ocean and when we reach the other side-why! we’ll be in another country. Now, where would you like to go first?”




  “Africa,” Bessie Wallis replied. “That’s where Ellie said her folks came from.”




  “Ellie was born right here in Baltimore and so were her mama and papa,” she paused. “But, I ‘spect at least one member of her family came from Africa.”




  Her mother never spoke of what had transpired in Uncle Sol’s office, but Bessie Wallis felt it had something to do with the move to Aunt Bessie Merryman’s. However, her new surroundings did not displease her. The house was built of gray stone with a parlor, dining room and kitchen on the ground floor, two bedrooms on the next landing, and the small, dormered rooms that were to be theirs—a front bedroom and a servant’s room—at the top. Chase Street was paved with hard cobblestones and the impact of iron wagon tires on its rough-hewn surface was almost like that of a hammer on an anvil. From the child’s small window could be heard the fearful clatter of the milk wagon and other such regulars.




  Bessie Wallis did not mind the noise, the airlessness of her boxlike room or the invasion of flies, no-see-um bugs and mosquitos that on warm summer nights made their way through the netting around her bed. Aunt Bessie had a hearty laugh, her mother was happy and Ellie had returned to work for them. Aunt Bessie employed only a maid and a laundress, short staff by fashionable Baltimore’s standards, where the large black population afforded an abundant supply of domestic help at pitifully low wages. Row houses in the best residential neighborhoods were thought to require the care of a minimum of five servants. Grandmother Warfield had a staff of eight—a cook, a downstairs and upstairs maid, a butler, a driver who cared for Gadfly and the buggy, a laundress, a handyman who looked after the furnace, and a scullery maid, who, among other duties, daily washed down the front steps.




  More was expected of Bessie Wallis at her aunt’s house than had been at the Warfields’. She had specific household duties. She helped in the kitchen shelling peas for dinner and cracking nuts for the cakes her mother or Aunt Bessie made. After meals she wiped the table silver and returned each piece carefully to its special niche in the tall mahogany silver chest in the dining room. But Ellie took care of her room and of her clothes and fussed a lot over her manners.




  Baltimore was the largest city in Maryland and the seventh largest in the United States. It was situated on the Patapsco River estuary, an arm of Chesapeake Bay and a great seaport with extensive docks. From these aging wooden piers and wharves, giant sailing ships, banana boats and freighters often packed with immigrants unloaded their goods and human cargo, and then embarked again for exotic, faraway ports. Shipbuilding and shipping were among the city’s leading industries. Baltimoreans were proud of their association with the sea and its oceangoing vessels and fascinated by the men who sailed on them. Uncle Buck Merryman, Aunt Bessie’s dead husband, had been no exception.




  Bessie Wallis remembered Uncle Buck taking her to a large badly lit tavern on the dock one afternoon when she was about four and he had come to bring her to his home for a visit in a handsome black buggy with bright yellow wheels. Once inside he hoisted her up on a high stool before a counter. “I feel a need to cut the dust in my throat,” he confided as he gulped down the first of three or four shots of whiskey. When Grandmother Warfield heard about the excursion, Uncle Buck was never again allowed to take her out in his buggy.




  Uncle Buck’s death had put Aunt Bessie in short funds and she had been forced to sell the rig. A framed photograph of him sat atop the high bureau in her bedroom, and Aunt Bessie would clasp it to her breast on occasion and say, “Poor man, he liked to tip the bottle too much!” Uncle Buck was from an old Baltimore family and had worked as an auctioneer for an estate company, but because of his “drinkin’ sickness,” as Ellie called it, Aunt Bessie had to live modestly and put money aside or she would “mos’ prob’ly been destituted.”




  One evening when Bessie Wallis was returning the table silver to the chest, she noticed two iced-tea spoons were missing and ran, much distressed, into the kitchen to tell Alice.




  “Never mind, darlin’,” Alice soothed. “The set was a weddin’ gift from Uncle Buck’s family an’ there are twenty-four twelve-piece settin’s. Next month they’ll probably be two oyster forks gone, sent along to the pawnbroker. The silver is what Aunt Bessie calls her annuity.”




  “What’s an annuity?”




  “Well, sort of like the nuts the squirrels hide for winter,” Alice explained, “so that they never have to go hungry.”




  Alice and her sister Bessie bore little resemblance to each other in appearance, character, or speech (for Bessie had taken dramatic lessons once and lost her Virginia accent). They did share a strong sense of pride in their Montague ancestry. Montagues had been among the earliest English settlers in Virginia, several of whom had claimed descent from titled aristocrats. The Civil War had all but bankrupted them and it had now been forty years since any of the Montagues had enough to support themselves in the style they considered theirs by heredity.




  Along with many similar families, they had undergone the humiliation of genteel poverty, which their friends knew all about but which they pretended not to: darning a shawl to make it last through another laundering, taking in distant relatives or the friends of relatives as boarders who pretended they were family visitors.




  Alice and Bessie had lost their mother as children. Their father, William, had remarried and moved to Baltimore with his second wife, Mary, and the girls, hoping through family connections to rebuild the Montague fortunes. The pace and competition in a large metropolitan city was entirely too much for a man as arrogant and effete as he. Except for the kindness of fellow Virginians and the swiftness of Mary Montague’s needle, his daughters would have lived in dire poverty, for the small two-bedroom home they occupied could not accommodate a paying guest.




  To William’s despair such social requirements as the right address and coming-out parties for his daughters were impossible. Bessie, who was neither a beauty nor possessed of dazzling charm, had compromised and at thirty years of age had married the happy-go-lucky but rather common Buck Merryman. When he died after six years of marriage and left her with only enough to scrape by, she had felt terribly cheated.




  A place in society demanded social connections, one’s name in the society columns, and the wherewithal to dress well, travel to other cities and entertain lavishly. These amenities were out of Bessie’s reach. A woman of strong sensibilities, she recognized her situation. She was a genteel but poor widow, in her late thirties, portly and plain of face. Alice was—and always had been—the beauty in the family and, as well, was endowed with wit and vivacity. The Montagues had maintained high aspirations for her future. William had dreamed of her marrying into one of Baltimore’s great families. But Alice had always been headstrong and somewhat wild. At seventeen she had run off with a touring actor who had been appearing at Ford’s Theatre. William had followed her to Philadelphia and brought her home within a week’s time. By then, whispers of the incident had swept like brush fire through the parlors of Baltimore’s elite. Alice had seemed to have lost any chance of making a good alliance.




  Mrs. Warfield had been well aware of the scandal attached to Alice’s name, and when Teackle had informed her of his intent to marry her, she had fought with her every weapon: the church’s views on such a woman, his illness, his duty to his mother. Finally, she cut off her dying son without a penny. But then there had been the child to be considered; and in the end she had relented. The scandalous Alice Montague became a respectable Warfield.




  Of the two sisters, Bessie was the more ambitious. With some cause she had believed that being a Warfield widow could work to Alice’s favor in brokering an advantageous second marriage. Of course, she should have known better than to think her sister would cooperate. The problem with Alice, she finally decided, was not that she was a rebel, but that she was too great a romantic and in her position could ill afford such emotions. Bessie had given up on Alice, who never took heed of her warnings or was swayed by her advice. But the child was quite another matter.




  And so the aunt’s aspirations had been transferred to Bessie Wallis. Fortunately, her niece carried the Warfield name. That should open some doors. And then there was an inheritance that would be certain to be hers upon old Mrs. Warfield’s death. Aunt Bessie was determined that she would have all the advantages that she and Alice had missed. Not only would she learn how to dress stylishly, be a gracious hostess, a lively conversationalist, and an interested listener, she would attend the best private schools and make her debut at the prestigious Bachelors’ Cotillion when she reached seventeen. Only one thing stood in the child’s path to social success. Her birth certificate, which would have to be produced at various stages in her life—the start of school being one—dearly showed she had been conceived several months before her parents were married.




  Autumn was in the air; a hint of brisk days and chill nights rustled the yellowing leaves of the maple tree in the backyard and the sky had turned a metal gray. The day had a quality of temperance to it, as if it were applying all its restraint to holding back a wind that might prematurely whip the leaves from the trees and shake up the stolid citizens of a city that for generations had lived by the book and the calendar. Leaves did not traditionally fall before the fifteenth of October and here it was early September and that constancy was being threatened.




  Alice got up from the kitchen table and dosed the window over the sink. Still feeling a chill, she wrapped her shawl more tightly about her shoulders and stood looking across the room at her sister.




  “I don’t know why you are so concerned. Wallis’s birth certificate proves she’s a Warfield,” she said.




  “No one doubts that, I’m sure,” Bessie replied. “But they still aren’t certain when you married Teackle. The wedding was such a private matter that even poor Papa and I weren’t invited. Well, no need to go back over that. But no announcement was ever made in the papers—”




  “Under the circumstances,” Alice interrupted, “you could hardly expect us to place a sign on top of the Calvert Buildin’!”




  Noting the tense expression on her sister’s face, Bessie softened and went over and put her arm around her shoulders. “Don’t you worry, honey,” she comforted. ''I’ll think of something so that the child’s birth certificate does not have to be presented.” She steered Alice closer to the stove where it was warm. A gleam shone in her heavily lidded eyes. There was nothing Bessie Merryman enjoyed more than directing other people’s lives.






  “Bessie Wallis will come down with scarlatina,” she announced.




  Alice looked at her aghast. “Why, Bessie Wallis is as healthy as a child can be,” she protested.




  “Of course she is. But I always liked the sound of that malady. It has a sort of ring to it and it’s not nearly as bad as scarlet fever.”




  “What are you gettin’ at, Bessie Merryman?”




  “Certainly we wouldn’t want to have anyone think she had something of her daddy’s malaise. They might consider that hereditary. And a heart complaint could be difficult to dismiss later on. No, scarlatina is just right—and it’s sudden. She’d have to delay the start of school for six weeks at least. By that time, I am certain I can convince the school board that they were sent the certificate and most carelessly must have lost it but that I will sign a paper saying I was witness to the date of her birth.”




  Alice could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Are you suggestin’ that Bessie Wallis pretend she is ill, that she remain a prisoner in this house for six weeks, an’ then lie about her physical condition?”




  “I’m bein’ more specific than that. I’m insisting that we follow this course and that Bessie Wallis be made to understand that folks must believe her spell of sickness is the God-almighty truth.”




  “I won’t have it!”




  “Alice, honey, I know how much you want the very best for Bessie Wallis,” Bessie wheedled, “but this is the only way. If any of Baltimore’s best should see or hear about the unfortunate dates on the child’s birth certificate, it will be the end for her, the absolute end. You might as well leave Baltimore if that happens.”




  “You are involvin’ the child in a conspiracy an’ I won’t have it!”




  “I’m afraid, Alice, this is the one and only course we can take. We’ll have Ellie move in for the duration of her convalescence. It will pinch the budget some, but it will look more convincing.” She turned toward the stove and slid the teakettle onto the fire. “Let’s have some fudge brownies for tea,” she offered. “Bessie Wallis does so love fudge brownies.”




  Shortly after the sun came up over the Patapsco the next morning, Bessie Wallis woke to see Ellie’s large form seated in the one straight-back chair in her small room.




  “Ah gwine fix yuh breakfuss.” Ellie offered as she rose to her feet with a mighty sigh.




  “I’ll come with you,” Bessie Wallis said, throwing back the covers and swinging her legs over the side of the high bed.




  “Oh, no, you won’t. You is sick. Didn’t yuh mama tell you?”




  ’I’m not really sick. It’s a pretend game.”




  “Nevah min’ what you calls it. Yuh mama an’ Miz Bessie says you is sick so you is sick. Now you gets yuhseff right back under them covers an’ wait there ‘til ah comes back with yuh breakfuss. No use you squawkin’ an’ complainin’,” Ellie insisted as she lifted the child back into the bed. “That’s the way it am an’ that’s the way it be.”




  “Don’t I even have to brush my teeth?”




  “A’course you has to, and whatevah else peoples mus’ do. But in bed when ah comes back with yuh breakfuss an’ a bedpan.”




  As she sat propped up against her pillows waiting, Bessie Wallis thought about the puzzling predicament she was in. Grandmother Warfield had always warned her that to lie was a mortal sin and that if you lied you had a defective character and that, next to Christian Principle, character was the most important thing in the world. She had also told her that children should mind their elders, and her mother and Aunt Bessie had said she must follow their instructions, which, although she might not understand them, were to stay in bed for so many weeks, even though she didn’t feel sick at all.




  The window was closed to keep out the early morning chill but she could still hear the street noises. In the four weeks she had been living at Aunt Bessie’s she had learned how to distinguish between the different wagon sounds. The milkman had only one horse and it always neighed when it came around the corner and the racks for the milk bottles rattled. The iceman had a team, and before it turned cool, children could be heard gathered about begging the driver for ice chips. The vegetable and scissors men both had strange calls that echoed up the narrow street, and the junkman’s horse had a cowbell that hung around its neck and made a terrible jangle.




  She could hear a pair of horses high-stepping up the cobbled road and then doing a little double step as they came to a halt across the street. That would be Mr. Willoughby’s grand black victoria come to take him to the funeral parlor that he owned. She giggled nervously as she thought about Mr. Willoughby. He always wore a black suit and a tall black hat and, peeking over his jacket pocket, a white handkerchief arranged with little points that, Ellie said, was kept there for “grievin’ widows.”




  Bessie Wallis crawled out of bed and ran over to the window. The ledge was just above her head and she had to stand on her tiptoes to see out. There was Mr. Willoughby coming down the steps from his house. My goodness! she thought, he certainly is a long, skinny man. Once she had passed by him on the street and he had given her a sad look.




  “Chile! What you doin’ at that window?” Ellie stood in the doorway holding a tray with a steaming bowl of oatmeal. Bessie Wallis scurried back to the bed and jumped on top. “Ain’t I tol’ you an’ tol’ you it’s the baddes’ luck to look on that fun’a’rul man? No ways a knowin’ what could happen you do that! Now you cross yuhseff three times heah? An’ this very minute too.”




  Bessie Wallis immediately did as she was told.




  “Now heah’s a bowl an’ yuh brush. You wash yuh mouth an’ then you gwine to eat yuh cer’rul.”




  She sat straight up in the bed. “Ellie, what’s a bastard?”


  A scowl burrowed across the black woman’s face. “You wash yuh mouth good aftah sayin’ that word! Where you heah it?”




  “Grandmother Warfield said it once.”




  “No suh, she nevah said no such thin’!”




  “Yes, she did and it set me to wonderin’ what it meant.”


  “Well, ah ain’t gwine to tell you an’ that’s that. You hadn’t oughta a’looked at the fun’a’rul man! That’s why you is talkin’ lak you done.” She worked furiously to smooth out the covers. “Now Miz Alice done make rennet custard fah lunch. Ain’t that a treat! An ah done got a s’prise fah you.”




  She stood at the foot of the bed, her scowl slowly dissolving into a broad, toothy grin. From the deep pocket of her muslin skirt she brought forth Bessie Wallis’s corn-husk doll. “Dulcie found this heah li’l lady in yuh room at Miz Wahfield’s.”




  “Oh, no! Sally!” Bessie Wallis cried as she rolled over and sobbed into her pillow.




  “Why, chile,” Ellie said gently. Coming around to the side of the bed, she sat down on the edge and rubbed Bessie Wallis’s back. “Ah thought you’d be happy to see Sally agin. An’ Miz Alice done give me a mighty pretty piece of cotton cloth to make Sally a new dress.”




  “You don’t understand. No one understands!” Bessie Wallis continued to cry. A short time later she was helping Ellie cut a pattern for a doll’s outfit, but her heart was heavier than it had been. She was frightened that, with Sally no longer there, she might never return to Preston Street, to the sunny room with its window seat and the parlor with a piano, where tea was served on a grand silver tray, in cups so delicate you could see right through them. Ellie had been right. She should never have looked at Mr. Willoughby.




  The first snow had fallen before she was allowed to roam around the house. Before then, Aunt Bessie was too worried that an unexpected caller might wonder why a child with scar-latina was up and about. Her mother had conducted daily lessons in reading and writing so that when she attended Miss Ada O’Donnell’s private lower-grade school, she would be up with her class. Every morning she would wake up and pretend that she was in the classroom and that Sally sat at the next desk. She thought she wanted nothing more than to be able to attend school and wear the gray serge uniform that was required.




  One morning she came down to find that Aunt Bessie had made buckwheat cakes and sausage for breakfast, which was always looked upon as a special treat. Her hand trembled as she poured maple syrup all over her plate. She had come to learn that whenever anything terrible was about to happen she was served something special—fudge brownies or buckwheat cakes. An hour after breakfast her mother told her that she had decided there would not be any lessons that day.




  “But, darlin’, what we’re goin’ to do is to play beauty shop.” Suddenly Alice turned to her sister. “I can’t do it, Bessie. I just can’t do it,” she said and ran from the kitchen where they had been sitting.




  Ellie came and stood behind Bessie Wallis and placed her hands comfortingly on her shoulders.




  “You have to have a haircut,” Aunt Bessie explained. “I don’t know why that should be such an emotional thing.”




  Bessie Wallis wore braids that reached almost to her waist and she hated to have her hair brushed every morning. “A haircut? How short?” she asked. “To my shoulders? Will it tangle less?”




  “Well, child, I might as well be straightforward with you. We have just learned that when you have scarlatina your head has to be shaved. I asked Mr. Vazuzzi, the barber around the corner, how fast hair grows, and he said about a quarter of an inch a week. That means that your hair would be one and a half inches long by now. And in another six weeks, when you’re able to return to school, it will be long enough to make curls all over your head.”




  It had just dawned on Bessie Wallis what her aunt planned to do, and she got up from the kitchen table and hurried to follow her mother out of the room, but Ellie reached out and stopped her.




  “Chile,” she said, “it ain’t gwine to hurt.”




  “They’ll laugh at me. All the girls will laugh at me. No one has short hair and curls like a baby’s. I won’t let you do it!”




  “Bessie Wallis, you were named after me and that gives me certain privileges,” her aunt said in a stern voice. “I have to ask you to go sit down at the kitchen table. Ellie will put a sheet around your shoulders and you may hold my silver looking glass to see how I’m progressing.”




  “I won’t!” There were no tears or even a catch in her voice. It was now the child’s will against her aunt’s.




  “Bessie Wallis, you will sit down as I tell you. If you don’t let me cut your hair, everyone at school will know you did not have scarlatina. Your classmates will call you a liar and that would be far worse than if they laughed at you.”




  Bessie Wallis walked slowly back across the room and dropped into a chair. “You can cut my hair but I won’t wear any curls.”




  “All right. That’s a deal.”




  The sheet was placed around her shoulders and Aunt Bessie took her sewing shears and began to snip away. Ellie let out a cry followed by an exclamation of “Lawd, Lawd!” as cuttings of the girl’s dark hair fell onto the white sheet and then feathered out. Bessie Wallis sat stiffly, her hands poked through the bottom of the sheet as she held the mirror and stared into it. When it was almost done, Alice peered around the corner of the door. “Oh, good God! She looks like a porcupine!” she exclaimed and then disappeared.




  Only then did Bessie Wallis begin to cry.
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   Mr. Vazuzzi, the barber, had calculated incorrectly. Her hair was no more than a stubble when Bessie Wallis turned up at school for her first day. She survived the ridicule of the other students by wearing a knitted cap pulled down over her bare ears.




  Unbeknownst to her, the matter of producing her birth certificate had been successfully avoided, and her plight had allowed her special privileges at home where Aunt Bessie and her mother could not have been more solicitous. Alice had made her an elegant blue velvet dress, collared with Irish lace and sashed with blue taffeta to wear on her Sunday visits to Preston Street. And Aunt Bessie had bought her a pair of white kid gloves and a blue velvet bonnet with ribbons that tied beneath her chin. Though a few of her classmates had snickered at her appearance, all of them, without exception, had taken note of her. She had, in fact, become something of a celebrity. People she had never met stopped her on the street and asked after her welfare. Being different, she had learned, could hurt, but it also made you stand out from the crowd.
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