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Chapter One
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Although Blue Ridge Summit nestled high in Monterey County’s mountains, on June 19, 1896, no cooling breezes relieved the stifling heat.

In a vacation cabin attached to the small town’s Monterey Inn, Alice Warfield was struggling to give birth to her first child. She and her husband, Teackle, were from Baltimore and were on an extended vacation in Blue Ridge Summit because of its reputation as a health spa and because Teackle was a consumptive. The plan had been for their family physician, Dr. Neale, to travel out to Blue Ridge Summit in time for the birth. The baby, though, was uncaring of the plans made for it, and when Alice had gone into labor seven weeks prematurely, the doctor hurriedly dispatched from Baltimore was a newly graduated student of Dr. Neale’s, Dr. Lewis Allen.

“We’re nearly there, Mrs. Warfield!” the young man said exultantly, sweat beading his forehead. “Now when I say pant, pant as if your life depends on it.”

Through a sea of unimaginable pain, Alice panted.

“And now push! PUSH!”

Alice pushed, and as above the bed the blades of a ceiling fan creaked and whirred, a red-faced squalling baby girl slithered into Dr. Allen’s hands.

“It’s a girl!” His voice was charged with emotion, his relief that there had been no complications vast.

An exhausted Alice eased herself up against sweat-soaked pillows. “Oh, let me see her, Dr. Allen! Is she all right? Has she all her fingers and toes?”

As the baby kicked and squirmed in his hands, Dr. Allen said in deep sincerity, “She’s perfect in every way, Mrs. Warfield. In fact, she’s fit for a king!”

“That is what the doctor said to your mama the instant you were born, Bessie Wallis, and as I said then to your now dear-departed daddy, Dr. Allen knew what he was talking about, for Warfields and Montagues—your mama is a Montague—are two of Maryland’s oldest, most illustrious families and they have connections to British royalty, and not many people can claim that distinction in Baltimore!”

Because Bessie Wallis’s dear-departed daddy had died young, he’d had no opportunity to earn a fortune of his own or to inherit one, and so, being penniless, Bessie Wallis and her mother had been invited to live with Grandma Warfield in her big tall house on East Preston Street.

Bessie Wallis loved living there and hearing Grandma Warfield talk about how special the Warfields and Montagues were. Something she didn’t like was a sense of tension she didn’t understand, but which she knew was caused by her dear-departed daddy’s bachelor brother, Solomon, who also lived with Grandma Warfield. Uncle Sol wasn’t a very tall man, but his imposing physique and erect bearing made him seem so. He had narrow eyes and a luxuriant well-clipped mustache, and he wore stiff high collars and wide formal ties that he fastened with stickpins.

Bessie Wallis was a little afraid of him—and knew her mother was, also.

Another cause of tension was the friction between her mother and grandmother. Grandma Warfield insisted on family prayers every morning, and her mother often referred to her as “a pious old bat.” In return, her grandmother called her widowed mother “flighty.” Flighty was another word Bessie Wallis didn’t understand, but she knew it was something not very nice simply from the way her grandmother said it.

When Bessie Wallis was five, her happy life on East Preston Street came to an end in a way that left her confused and deeply troubled. She’d been in her favorite secret place, sitting beneath the giant chenille-covered table in the dining room. The cover reached nearly to the floor and made a wonderful darkened den. She was playing house in it with her two best dolls, Mrs. Vanderbilt and Mrs. Astor, when the dining room door opened and she heard her Uncle Sol say hoarsely, “All I want is for you to be nice to me, Alice. Surely it’s not too much to ask? A little kiss now and then. You give other people kisses, don’t you? So why not me?”

Bessie Wallis couldn’t imagine her mother kissing anyone apart from her and she was just about to come out from under the table and say so, when she realized her mother was crying.

The sound froze her into absolute stillness. Even though her mother was a widow, she never cried. “Life is made to be enjoyed, Bessie Wallis,” she would say merrily, dancing her around their bedroom, her azure blue eyes sparkling, her golden hair swept up to the top of her head with tortoiseshell combs. “Promise me you’ll never grow up into a sourpuss like Grandma Warfield.”

Her mother wasn’t being merry now.

Bessie Wallis heard her say defiantly, through tears, “I’ve been widowed for four years and who I kiss is my own affair.”

Bessie Wallis held her breath, certain that her uncle would now apologize for having made her mother cry. He didn’t. Instead he said in a harsh, desperate voice, “You’re lying, Alice! I know you’re lying!”

All that Bessie Wallis could see was her uncle’s booted feet and, a little distance away, her mother’s tiny size three feet. Then, so suddenly it made Bessie Wallis gasp, her uncle closed the gap between himself and her mother and though she couldn’t see him doing so, she knew he had seized hold of her by her arms.

“You sleep only two rooms away from me, Alice! It’s a torment I can bear no longer! You have to be nice to me, Alice! You have to!”

Bessie Wallis dug her nails into the palms of her hands, not knowing what to do, certain that neither her mother nor her uncle would want to know that she was in the room listening to them.

“No, Sol!” Her mother’s voice was hysterical as she struggled against him. “Please, no!”

There came the sound of material ripping.

Bessie Wallis pushed Mrs. Vanderbilt and Mrs. Astor to one side, knowing that no matter how cross her mother and her uncle were going to be with her, she had to run and beg her mother not to be so upset. After all, being nice and polite to her uncle wasn’t such a hard thing to be. Her Grandma Warfield had told her that she, Bessie Wallis, always had to be nice and polite, that being so was a sign of good breeding.

She caught hold of the fringe of the table cover and pulled it to one side. As she did, her mother and Uncle Sol, still struggling, fell against an occasional table. A Chinese vase toppled to the floor, splintering into giant shards.

“Damnation!” Her uncle let go of her mother, staring in horror at the destruction of a family heirloom worth thousands of dollars.

With a gasp her mother whirled away from him, hurtling out of the room fast as light, the door yawning wide behind her.

Her uncle made a sound like a sob and brought his fist down hard on the mantelshelf.

He had his back to her, and Bessie Wallis let the table cover fall back down. Not for another twenty minutes, when her uncle also left the room, did she leave her hiding place.

Later that day her mother left East Preston Street and, taking Bessie Wallis with her, moved into a residential hotel. Although her mother never said so, Bessie Wallis knew why they had moved. It was because her pretty mother no longer wanted to live in the same house as Uncle Sol.

A year later, when she was six, they moved again, this time to go and live with her Aunt Bessie, her mother’s sister. Her mother still took her to visit her grandmother, and she still sat on a little petit-point-covered stool at the side of her grandmother’s rocking chair listening to stories such as the one about Robert de Warfield, who, a long time ago, had been a friend of King Edward III of England and of how Robert had been so chivalrous and faithful in serving him that the king had made him a Knight of the Garter, which was, her grandmother had said, the highest honor in the whole of the kingdom.

Another of her favorite stories was of Pagan de Warfield, who had accompanied William the Conqueror from France and fought beside him in the great Battle of Hastings. “And just as Robert was rewarded for his chivalry, so was Pagan,” her grandmother had said with pride. “He was given a grant of land near Windsor Castle—the castle that kings and queens of England still live in—and it was named Warfield’s Walk in his honor.”

These stories of her long-departed antecedents made Bessie Wallis feel special and different from everybody else, and at school she worked hard to make sure that everyone knew she was special and different. She wore a green pleated skirt when everyone else wore a navy one, and at playtime, because her grandmother had also told her she was descended from the great Indian chief King Powhatan, she sometimes stuck a feather in the back of her braided hair.

The first day she had done so, John Jasper Bachman—who was the most popular boy in the class and who had once bloodied the noses of two older boys when he’d found them tormenting the school’s pet rabbit—said, “Your feather looks swell, Bessie Wallis. How about you be an Indian princess when we play cowboys and Indians?”

His invitation was a great honor because the boys never allowed girls to join in with them when they ganged together at break time, and joining in with them was something Bessie Wallis had longed to do for ages and ages. After that, when the boys found out she didn’t cry if she fell down and grazed her knees when playing football, and that she didn’t complain about being tagged first in games of chase, it became understood she could join in their games any time she wanted to.

Bessie Wallis wanted to often, and she knew it was something that would never have happened if it hadn’t been for John Jasper—and if John Jasper hadn’t been someone all the other boys took notice of.

Another way that she found to be different was in being cleverer than everyone else. Her homework was always meticulously done. In class, her attention never strayed. She was a star pupil, always the center of attention, and that was how she intended things to remain.
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The day she was suddenly faced with a rival started out with her teacher, Miss O’Donnell, telling everyone she had an announcement to make. “A new girl will be joining our class later today.” There was a touch of color in Miss O’Donnell’s normally pale cheeks. “She is English and has only just arrived in America, and so we must try very hard to make her welcome.”

“Please, Miss. What is her name, Miss?”

The question came from Violet Dix. The Dixes were one of the city’s oldest families, but Violet never could get it into her head that it was vulgar to address Miss O’Donnell merely as “Miss.”

“The new girl’s name is Lady Pamela Denby.”

Clamor broke out as everyone in the class wanted to know why the new girl had such a funny Christian name.

“ ‘Lady’ isn’t a Christian name,” Miss O’Donnell said when she had restored order. “It’s a title. Lady Pamela’s father is an English duke. Daughters of dukes are addressed as ‘Lady.’ ”

John Jasper, whose desk was immediately in front of Bessie Wallis’s, shot up his hand. “Is that what we have to call her, Miss O’Donnell?”

Miss O’Donnell shook her head. “No, John Jasper. In the classroom and in the playground, Lady Pamela will be known simply as Pamela. Now we will spend a little time on multiplication and division and then, after break, we will have history.”

When Miss O’Donnell briefly left the classroom at break time, Violet Dix and her friend, Mabel Morgan, zeroed in on Bessie Wallis, eager to point out that the new girl came from a far more distinguished background than she did.

“A duke is someone who is royal, or nearly royal,” Mabel, the class know-it-all said, happy at a chance to deflate Bessie Wallis’s infuriating self-importance, “and that’s a lot more than you are, Bessiewallis Warfield.”

By the way Mabel said her name, Bessie Wallis knew Mabel was running her Christian names together in a way she hated, and she itched to slap Mabel’s gleefully smug face.

“And though you pretend to be nearly royal, you ain’t,” Violet Dix put in spitefully, abandoning the careful diction Miss O’Donnell insisted on and remaining a step or two behind Mabel so that Bessie Wallis wouldn’t easily be able to hit her. “Worse than that, you and your ma ain’t even got any money. My ma says the two of you live on rich relatives’ charity and that you wouldn’t even be at Miss O’Donnell’s if it wasn’t that your Uncle Sol pays the fees.”

Bessie Wallis balled her fists and stepped forward in order to push Mabel out of the way so she could get to Violet. Violet screamed and was saved as Miss O’Donnell walked in on them to announce it was time for their history lesson.

Bessie Wallis seethed all the way through the first part of the lesson, but when Miss O’Donnell asked, “Who knows who tried to blow up the Houses of Parliament in London?” her hand went up immediately in order to answer.

Before she had time to do so, John Jasper beat her to it, leaping from his seat and yelling, “Guy Fawkes!”

Bessie Wallis was so mad at him and her nerves so strained, she seized hold of her pencil box and smacked him over the head with it.

Instead of being aggrieved, he hooted with laughter.

Miss O’Donnell didn’t laugh. Instead, as a punishment, she made Bessie Wallis sit outside the classroom in the corridor. She was still there when Miss Smith, the school secretary, turned into it accompanied by a girl Bessie Wallis had never seen before.

“What are you doing outside the classroom, Bessie Wallis?” Miss Smith demanded, walking briskly toward her.

Well aware the girl must be Pamela Denby, and not wanting to be humiliated, Bessie Wallis said swiftly, “I was feeling faint, Miss Smith. Miss O’Donnell thought there would be more air out here than in the classroom.” The friendly amusement in Pamela’s eyes—eyes that were a mesmerizing sea green—showed that she, at least, didn’t believe a word of her explanation.

Bessie Wallis was overcome by a feeling she’d never experienced before: the feeling that, for the first time ever, she’d met her match.

“We’re having a history lesson,” she said at last, when she could trust her voice to be steady. “It’s about Guy Fawkes and how he tried to blow up the Houses of Parliament.”

Pamela shot her a wide complicit smile. “That’s good. I’m English. I know all about kings and queens.”

What neither of them could know, as the school secretary ushered them into the classroom, was that for as long as they lived, their lives would be inextricably entwined, and that though for the most part they would be best friends, they would also sometimes be enemies. Beyond her imagination was that both of them would enslave a king and that one of them would marry him.


Chapter Two
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From the moment Bessie Wallis and Pamela walked into the classroom together, it was clear that Pamela was going to be Bessie Wallis’s best friend and that no one else stood a chance.

The boys in the class were uncaring, but the girls were furious. “How come Bessiewallis always gets just whatever it is she wants?” Mabel had demanded at lunchtime as the rest of the disappointed clustered around her. “And where has Bessiewallis taken Pamela? Where have they gone?”

“They’ve gone to take a peek at the rabbit.” Edith Miller sounded crushed. No one blamed her. Edith’s daddy was a member of the state legislature and if anyone should have been showing Pamela the school’s pet rabbit, it was Edith.

“I vote we never speak to Bessie Wallis ever again,” Violet Dix said maliciously. “It isn’t as if she should even be at Miss O’Donnell’s. Not when she ain’t even got a daddy to pay the fees.”

There was a shuffling of feet, and then Edith put into words what most of them were feeling. “It isn’t Bessie Wallis’s fault her daddy is dead, and Bessie Wallis is fun. I don’t want to stop speaking to her.”

“An’ if we stop speakin’ to her,” someone else interjected, “she’ll make sure Pamela never speaks to us and then we’ll never get invited to a duke’s house for tea.”

This was something none of them had thought of, and, even for Mabel, it settled the matter. Mad as they were at Bessie Wallis for cheating them all of the chance of becoming Pamela’s best friend, none of them was going to run the risk of being ostracized by the only duke’s daughter they were ever likely to meet. Also, as Edith had pointed out, Bessie Wallis, with her Indian feather in the back of her hair and her peppy way of talking—she’d once told Miss O’Donnell that arithmetic brought her out in hives—was good fun. Not speaking to her anymore would be just too boring for words.

If Miss O’Donnell’s pupils were hopeful that a duke would have conjured up a castle in which to live, they were disappointed. Pamela’s home was, however, in the very best part of Baltimore. An Italianate mansion set in vast grounds, if Rosemont wasn’t a castle, it was certainly near to being a palace—a palace that Wallis was soon able to regard as her second home.

She was nine when she realized she and Pamela could well find themselves being separated. Miss O’Donnell’s school only took children up to the age of ten, and when she left Miss O’Donnell’s she was to go to Arundell, a Baltimore school with a prestigious reputation.

“Or she will be if Sol comes up with the fees,” she’d once heard her mother say to Aunt Bessie.

It was a doubt that filled her with apprehension—but not nearly as much apprehension as when Pamela said, “Won’t it be swell when we go to Bryn Mawr next year?” It was the summer of 1905 and they were on Rosemont’s terrace playing jacks.

“Bryn Mawr?”

As Pamela scooped up four jacks, Bessie Wallis stared at her.

“Of course.” Pamela missed catching the ball. “What other school is there to go to?”

Bessie Wallis picked up the ball, but she didn’t continue with the game. There were three other schools in Baltimore—one of them being Arundell. And though Arundell was prestigious, it wasn’t as prestigious as Bryn Mawr. No school in Baltimore was. Her nails dug deep into the ball. If there was doubt about Uncle Sol coming up with Arundell’s fees, there wasn’t even a chance of his coming up with Bryn Mawr’s fees.

Her chest felt painfully tight. How would she and Pamela be able to continue as best friends if they began going to different schools? And what if Mabel and Violet—or anyone else in their class—went to Bryn Mawr? How would that make her look? She knew what the answer was. She would look poor.

“Well, we are poor, Bessie Wallis.” Her mother was always cheerful and laughing, and even though she was now being frank about this very painful truth, she didn’t sound glum or resentful. “Your Grandma Warfield didn’t at all like me marrying your daddy, and the minute he did so, she cut him off without a penny. As for the Montagues—it’s a long time since any of them have lived in the style they once took for granted.” Laughter crept back into her voice. “I guess Montagues have just been too carefree to keep hold of their money, Bessie Wallis.”

That her happy-go-lucky mother was every inch a Montague was something Bessie Wallis had long realized. She had also come to realize that she and her mother were funded almost entirely by Uncle Sol and that Uncle Sol increased or decreased their allowance in proportion to how nice—or how not nice—her mother was being toward him.

The knowledge gave her a nasty shivery feeling down her spine. How nice would her mother have to be to Uncle Sol before he agreed to pay Bryn Mawr’s colossal fees? The answer made her feel a little sick, and she knew, right then and there, that she wasn’t going to mention Bryn Mawr to her mother. No matter what the cost to her friendship with Pamela, she was going to settle for the school Uncle Sol had already half agreed she should go to. She was going to settle for Arundell.

“Arundell?” Pamela stared at her mystified. “But why?”

They were in their own private part of the playground, and as no one else could overhear and as they didn’t have any secrets from each other, Bessie Wallis told her.

Pamela gave her the same knowing look she had given her when they’d first met and Bessie Wallis had lied about why she was sitting outside the classroom door.

“I don’t think you’re being very bright about your Uncle Sol, Bessie Wallis.”

They were sitting on the warm ground and Pamela hugged her knees with her arms.

“I think he’s in love with your mother.” There was unnerving certainty in her voice. “I think that’s why he increases his allowance to her when she’s nice to him and cuts it short when she isn’t.”

The shivery feeling Bessie Wallis was beginning to get used to ran down her spine again. She wanted to tell Pamela she was wrong; that as Uncle Sol was her uncle, how could he possibly be in love with her mother? She thought about the scene she had witnessed between her mother and Uncle Sol just before she and her mother had left East Preston Street. She remembered Uncle Sol’s angry desperate voice and the sound of her mother crying, and she knew one thing for sure. Even if Uncle Sol was in love with her mother, her mother most definitely wasn’t in love with Uncle Sol.

The subject was so unpleasant she didn’t want to discuss it anymore, not even with Pamela. She jumped to her feet. “Miss O’Donnell will be ringing her handbell in a minute.”

“Let her.” Though uncaring of Miss O’Donnell and her handbell, Pamela reluctantly rose to her feet. “At least that’s one thing we won’t have at Arundell.” She tucked her hand in the crook of Bessie Wallis’s arm. “High schools have whistles, not handbells.”

“But you’ll be at Bryn Mawr.”

“No, I won’t. If you aren’t going to Bryn Mawr, then I’m not going. Don’t tell Mabel or Violet, though. We don’t want them changing from Bryn Mawr to Arundell.” Amusement fizzed in her voice. “Wouldn’t you love to see their faces when they get to Bryn Mawr and find that I’m not there!”

The thought was so delicious Bessie Wallis giggled along with her all the way back into their classroom.

Her happiness that she and Pamela would be going to Arundell together lasted for the rest of the afternoon and until she was back at West Chase Street in time for tea. She had been looking forward to telling her mother and Aunt Bessie that Pamela had chosen Arundell over Bryn Mawr—and why she had done so—but the minute she stepped into the house, she knew something was wrong, and the words died on her lips.

Her Aunt Bessie, like all Montagues, possessed a sunny disposition. Bessie Wallis had never known her aunt to be anything but equable and buoyantly good-humored.

She wasn’t good-humored now. As she faced Bessie Wallis’s mother across the dining room table, there were angry spots of color in her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Alice,” she was saying as Bessie Wallis walked in on them—and not sounding sorry at all—“but a widow with a nine-year-old daughter has no call to be going out on an evening with unsuitable men. You’re going to get yourself a reputation you won’t ever be able to lose.”

“What would you like me to do, Bessie?” There was color in her mother’s cheeks, too, but in her mother’s case the color only made her look even prettier. “Wear black and sit in a rocking chair all day like my mother-in-law?”

“I’d like you to think about Bessie Wallis.” Her aunt looked toward her. “Go to your room, Bessie Wallis, dear. This isn’t a conversation you should be listening to.”

“No!” Alice sprang to her feet. “You stay just where you are, Bessie Wallis. Your aunt has brought you into this silly row, and so you just tell her that you don’t mind at all if I go out and have a little fun.”

In rising alarm Bessie Wallis looked from her mother to her aunt, and then back to her mother again. It was quite true that she didn’t mind her mother going out and enjoying herself, but she didn’t like it when her mother went out with gentlemen friends. Her doing so was the reason Grandma Warfield referred to her mother as being “flighty”—a word that thanks to Pamela, she now knew the meaning of.

To admit in front of Aunt Bessie that her mother’s flightiness made her feel uncomfortable would be to let her mother down, but neither did she want to fib. Her cheeks flushed scarlet and, aware of her hideous dilemma, her aunt said with swift kindness, “Of course Bessie Wallis doesn’t mind you going out and having a little fun, Alice. Nor do I. But while you are living under my roof, I draw the line at your having a succession of disreputable suitors cluttering up my front porch.”

The row was on again with a vengeance, but at least Bessie Wallis was now no longer a part of it.

The last thing she heard as she escaped from the room was her mother snapping defiantly, “Then there’s only one answer to that, Bessie!”

Sick with apprehension, Bessie Wallis ran up to the bedroom she shared with her mother, slammed the door behind her, and, sitting cross-legged on the bed, put her hands over her ears.

Minutes later her mother raced up the stairs and flung the door open. “We’re leaving!” she announced, dragging a portmanteau from the bottom of their closet. “I don’t have to be spoken to by my elder sister as if she’s my mother!”

She began opening drawers, scooping up their contents and tossing them into the portmanteau.

“But where will we go, Mama? Where will we live? Are we going back to Preston Street? Are we going to live with Grandma Warfield again?”

“No, we are not!” Her mother slammed half a dozen pretty frocks into the portmanteau. “We’re going to go to … we’re going to go to …” She snatched up a pile of undergarments, and Bessie Wallis knew that her mother still hadn’t thought of where they would go.

“We’re going to go to the Preston Apartment House,” her mother said suddenly, with a triumphant flourish. “It is where me and your dear-departed daddy once lived, and it will suit the two of us just fine, Bessie Wallis.”

In her haste she had dropped a lace-trimmed chemise and a whalebone corset. Bessie Wallis picked them up, her anxiety deepening. “But won’t it cost an awful lot of money to live in an apartment house? And we don’t have an awful lot of money. We only have Uncle Sol’s allowance.”

Her mother scooped a silver-backed hairbrush and hand mirror from the dressing table and packed them on top of their underclothes.

“Uncle Sol is just going to have to increase our allowance, Bessie Wallis.” Bessie Wallis’s tummy turned a hideous somersault. It was so her mother wouldn’t have to do such a thing that she hadn’t asked if she could go to Bryn Mawr.

Her mother squashed down the lid of the portmanteau and fastened the buckles on its leather straps. “Stop looking as if it’s the end of the world,” she said spiritedly, as if their leaving Chase Street were an adventure, “and let’s be on our way.”

In a sea of misery, Bessie Wallis followed her out of the room and down the stairs.

Aunt Bessie was waiting for them in the hall, her face anguished. “I wish you’d start acting like a grown woman and not a child, Alice,” she said, stopping her in her tracks. “Where are you going to go? Mrs. Warfield won’t give you a home again. She’s too afraid Sol will ask you to marry him.”

Alice gave an indignant toss of her head. “Then she’s worrying over nothing, because he already has and I’ve already refused him.” She switched the heavy portmanteau from one hand to the other. “And let me remind you that it’s your fault Bessie Wallis and me are leavin’. It was you who gave the ultimatum—and don’t you worry about how we’re goin’ to manage, because we’re goin’ to manage just fine!” And with that she opened the door and marched down the front steps, the portmanteau banging against her legs.

Her aunt gave Bessie Wallis a tight hug. “Be a good girl for your mama and make sure she brings you to see me often—and that she takes you to your Grandma Warfield’s often as well.”

“I will, Aunt Bessie. I promise.” She was having to try very hard not to cry and knew that her aunt was fighting the same battle.

“Run along now after your mother, and remember that I love you and that whatever happens I’ll always be here for you.”

The words took the edge off Bessie Wallis’s panic. If she was still going to see her aunt and her grandmother regularly, living at the Preston Apartment House might not be as bad as she’d feared.

Her aunt gave her a last good-bye kiss and lost the battle she had been fighting. Tears filled her eyes and streamed down her homely face. Bessie Wallis didn’t mind. The tears meant her aunt loved her and, in a world that was becoming increasingly precarious, Aunt Bessie’s love represented stability. Stability she was very much in need of.

“So what is it like, living in rented rooms?” Pamela asked, deeply interested.

“It’s a lot different than living at Rosemont.”

It was a typical blunt sassy Bessie Wallis answer, and Pamela grinned. “Come on, Wally. Because my father’s too snobbish to allow me to visit an apartment house, I can’t tell for myself, so spill the beans.”

They were lying on the grass at the side of Rosemont’s tennis court.

Bessie Wallis rolled over onto her back. Once it had become known that her address had changed from West Chase Street to the far less salubrious Preston Apartment House, all her classmates had been told by their parents that it was beneath them to visit her there. Some of them had even told her they were no longer able to invite her to their homes. That she was suffering this humiliation at the hands of families who didn’t have an iota of her own family pedigree enraged her, but there wasn’t a thing she could do about it. All she could be grateful for was that she hadn’t been barred from visiting Rosemont.

“It’s not half as bad as I thought it was going to be,” she said now, in answer to Pamela’s question. “Everyone else in the apartment block is very friendly. Most of them go to local restaurants to eat, and so Mama has thought up a way of earning pin money. She’s going to throw dinner parties for them, which they will pay to attend. Mama will do the cooking, and I’ll help her.”

Pamela shot into a sitting position. “You’re going to cook?”

“I may not actually cook, but I’ll certainly bake. I can already make a pecan pie and a Lady Baltimore cake.”

“What on earth is a Lady Baltimore cake?”

“It’s a cake filled with raisins, figs, candied cherries, and chopped pecans and frosted with meringue.”

Pamela’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “It sounds scrumptious. Could you show me how to make one?”

Bessie Wallis raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever been inside a kitchen, Pamela?”

“No, never.”

The admission had them giggling so hard, their tummies hurt.

One thing Bessie Wallis didn’t talk to Pamela about was her mother’s partying. Without Aunt Bessie to keep a check on the number of evenings she spent with gentlemen friends, her mother’s partying had increased dramatically.

“Now you just go to sleep and have pleasant dreams until I come back,” she would say lovingly, tucking Bessie Wallis up in the big feather bed the two of them shared.

Her mother would always be wearing a very pretty dress. Sometimes it would be silk that shimmered in the lamplit room; sometimes taffeta would rustle. Always her mother’s golden hair would be swept up high, and, instead of tortoiseshell combs, a glittering barrette would be holding her waves and curls in place.

When she kissed Bessie Wallis good night, there would be a touch of rouge on her lips, and when she left the room after snuffing out the lamp, the scent of violets would leave the room with her.

Then would come hours Bessie Wallis hated, for she never could do as she’d been asked and go to sleep and have nice dreams. Instead she would lie awake in the darkness, overcome by the fear that her mother might never come back; that she might disappear from her life just as the father she had never known had disappeared and just as the lifestyle she had once known at her grandmother’s and then at Aunt Bessie’s had disappeared; for if there was one thing Bessie Wallis knew for certain, it was that nothing could be guaranteed to last forever.

On her tenth birthday, something happened that had never happened before. Her Uncle Sol asked to have a private meeting with her at 34 East Preston Street.

Though she couldn’t be certain, Bessie Wallis thought she knew the reason. West Chase Street, where they had lived with Aunt Bessie, was a distance from 34 East Preston Street, but the Preston Apartments were only a few blocks away, and Uncle Sol couldn’t help but see her mother’s gentlemen friends coming to call. His reaction had been to drastically reduce her allowance.

In order to overcome this blow, her mother had increased the number of dinner parties she gave for paying guests, and she and Bessie Wallis now spent backbreakingly long hours in the kitchen, slaving over the stove. If word of their doing so had gotten back to 34 East Preston Street, it would be the reason Uncle Sol wanted to meet with her—and he would be doing so to demand she cease letting his family name down by working like a servant in a kitchen.

“Sit down, Bessie Wallis,” he said unsmilingly when she walked into his study. “I have some serious things to say to you.” Having greeted her at the door, he retreated behind his large leather-topped desk. “I am a very wealthy man, Bessie Wallis,” he said without preamble, stating what she, and everyone else in Baltimore, already knew. “And as I am unmarried and you are my only niece, I would like to do my best to see that as you grow and take your place in Baltimore society, you do so with all possible material advantages.”

If it was possible to sit any straighter, Bessie Wallis did so. “I intend to adopt you, Bessie Wallis. It is, I think, what your father would wish. In looks you are very much a Warfield. You have the firm Warfield jaw, and your schoolwork shows you have the Warfield ability to work hard. Though you are perhaps too young to be aware of it, your mother’s déclassé reputation has already damaged your social standing. As you grow into a young woman, that damage will affect you severely. It will, however, cease the instant it becomes known you are to be my heir.”

Bessie Wallis gasped. Her mother had, she knew, always hoped that some Warfield money would one day be left to her, but even her mother hadn’t dreamed that her uncle would leave her his entire fortune.

“And will I live here again, Uncle Sol?” Her head reeled at the thought of what that would mean. When she went to Arundell, instead of being one of the poorest pupils in the school, she would become one of the richest.

“Live here again?” Her uncle’s steely blue eyes held hers. “Of course you will live here again. Your life is going to change dramatically—and in ways you are far too young to understand as yet.”

She wondered how her mother would feel about living in close contact with Uncle Sol again, but considering the benefits that would now come with doing so, it was certain her mother would find a way of managing.

“Thank you, Uncle Sol.” She was so transported by happiness she jumped to her feet, rounded his desk, and gave him a kiss on his cheek.

“Mama is going to be so happy when I tell her we’re coming back here to live.”

Her uncle’s eyes narrowed. “Not so fast, Bessie Wallis. Your mother won’t be coming back here to live. The Preston Apartments—and the life she lives there—were her choice, and it’s a choice she’s going to have to stick with. When you come back here, you’ll be doing so alone.”

Bessie Wallis’s euphoric happiness drained as fast as an ebb tide.

Sol saw the expression on her face. “All that I’m offering comes with conditions,” he said grimly. “Not only will you come back to live here without your mother, you will have no future contact with her. Not of any kind. Now what is it going to be, Bessie Wallis? A life of pinch and scrape with a woman who has lost her reputation, or a life as one of the richest heiresses in Baltimore?”
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