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PREFACE

This examination of the bizarre fate that befell the Duchess of Windsor first interested me as a story about the rich and famous, so many of whom at the end find themselves at the mercy of those in their employ. This account was written in 1980. For obvious reasons, its publication was delayed until the death of the Duchess’s necrophiliac lawyer Maître Blum. When I was first sent by the British Sunday Times to interview Maître Blum (who at that point claimed, although this has been disputed, to hold the Duchess’s power of attorney and had seized the right to act as her spokesperson), I had no idea that I was going to be given so many contradictory statements as to the Duchess’s current condition. The Duchess was old. I took for granted that like that of countless aged people, her physical state of being was unlikely to be perfect. It was only when her lawyer started to tell me blatant, joyful lies about the life of the Duchess, both past and present, that I became interested in trying to discover the reasons why these seemingly pointless lies were being fed to the world press. As her lawyer had cast a total cordon sanitaire of silence around the true situation of her distinguished protegée, I entered into arenas of speculation. For me this story became a real study in the fatal effects of myth. A dark fairy tale, it seems a lesson for those who are vulnerable to being overprotected. That is not to say the Duchess’s friends and those looking after her were not doing their best to see that she was properly cared for. Maybe only time will elucidate the pure and total truth.


INTRODUCTION TO THE
VINTAGE BOOKS EDITION

Caroline Blackwood wrote ten books of fiction and nonfiction, one of which, Great Granny Webster, was nominated for the Booker Prize. But the “dark fairy tale” that obsessed her for the longest time—indeed for fifteen years—starred Maître Suzanne Blum, the wily, confrontational, “necrophiliac” lawyer who presided over the last decade of the almost lifeless Duchess of Windsor, locked away, bedridden behind the shutters of her villa in the Bois de Boulogne in Paris, under the Maître’s jealous and sinister control.

The story touched some nerves in Caroline. She was old enough to have witnessed the tail end of the Abdication Crisis of 1936. The English loathing of Wallis Simpson for “stealing” King Edward VIII was particularly strong, for largely snobbish reasons, among the upper class into which Caroline was born as daughter of the 4th Marquess of Dufferin and Ava and Maureen Guinness, the brewing heiress. Maureen was a close friend of the Queen Mother. “[The abdication] was … something so obscene and shocking that it had to be hidden from the children,” Caroline writes here. Only its denouement forty-four years later was properly shocking to Caroline and also compulsively fascinating. “Too awful, even for us” was one of her frequent phrases. She had a fearful view of real or impending disaster or horror—all irresistibly funny in the telling, including the telling of the dramas of her own life. Her daughter Ivana recalls in her memoir her mother walking the night, “catastrophising,” rehearsing aloud her “worst nightmares.” “When you see the light at the end of the tunnel,” she warned, “it could be a train coming towards you.” Here was a story that therefore greatly appealed to her—the macabre image of the Duchess as a shriveled, desiccated “prune” that rumors and paparazzi shots suggested—imprisoned and kept alive through feeding tubes for the vanity of venal Maître Blum who was not only selling her jewels but had taken away her vodka. And there was nothing, apparently, the Duchess’s friends could do.

As a writer Caroline was gifted with a charged, ironic, often savagely observant prose. Her writing was close to her style of speech—passionate, brilliantly comic, obsessed, outlandish, and inventive in her speculations. Describing Maître Blum and her attempt at rejuvenating plastic surgery she wrote, “Her face did not match her wizened little hands which were those of a crone, and her age was also betrayed by the discoloration of pigment, the brown flowers of death that discolored her arms … her slanting, blinking eyes had a snakelike malevolence.” Her reporting was less roman-reportage—a genre invented by a famous French journalist-philosopher to elevate a shortness on reliable facts—than a more literary Gonzo journalism, a gothic treatment of the events, enhanced with outlandish speculation, which unloosed a very rich flow of comic narrative. She was skeptical and perceptive. Most of her darkest speculations about Maître Blum turned out to be correct.

It was first Lord Snowdon, himself a marginalized royal and divorcé, who wanted to photograph the Duchess for the London Sunday Times Magazine. When that was vetoed by Blum, the writer Francis Wyndham, then its senior editor, who had commissioned Blackwood to write the piece, switched the focus to Maître Blum herself. As a Hollywood fan Wyndham saw her as a figure of interest. She’d netted the record divorce settlement—for Rita Hayworth from Ali Khan—when she was lawyer to the stars in Hollywood. Snowdon photographed a flattered Maître Blum; Blackwood wrote—in the face of libel threats—a piece so anodyne she felt ashamed and disappointed. She got to work in her own right, to expand her interviews and write the unexpurgated account of her bruising time with the Maître; of the Maître as a human monster and kidnapper. Its publication would have to wait until Blum’s death, fifteen years later.

Caroline had known a few monsters and included her mother, Maureen, in their company, but none like Maître Blum. The writer David Pryce Jones called Blum one of the rudest and most snobbish women he had ever met. Both Caroline and Maître Blum had their own mutually unrecognizable versions of the situation, Caroline’s containing Blum’s “blatant, joyful lies.” “She lived for the poor,” Blum averred of the jewel-hoarding Wallis. She crossed out Caroline’s description of the gloomy villa in the Bois and inserted “she lives in a house that resembles Buckingham Palace.”

Caroline rebelled against her background though she still moved in its world. She had an acute ear for its nuances. She also had an ear for domineering women. The names of her former husbands, including Lucian Freud and Robert Lowell—the latter who had put her on the path of writing—wouldn’t have impressed Maître Blum. They hadn’t impressed Maureen either. “Freud? What kind of a name is that?” said Maureen, when Caroline ran off with him. “Who are his family? I’ve never heard of them.” Evelyn Waugh wrote to Nancy Mitford, “Poor Maureen’s daughter made a runaway match with a terrible Yid.” Describing Diana Mosley, friend of the Duchess and widow of the British fascist leader, Caroline wrote “her huge ice blue eyes had a childish, yearning expression” and “she was so beguiling that she made one forget that she had spent her life yearning for a Europe united by a repressive fascist leadership.” Central to Caroline’s story, as she would impart in a conspiratorial voice, was the irony of the Duchess, the other old anti-Semite, being controlled and imprisoned by an old Jewish lawyer. (Blum ended her life in the same vegetative state as her client, in Blum’s case, for three years.)

In the highly praised, eponymous play written by Nicholas Wright, performed at the Hampstead Theatre, London, in 2011, Caroline, played by Anna Chancellor, is depicted visiting Blum with a half bottle of vodka in her handbag. In real life she carried an unapologetic full one; at home she would bin the cap after opening it. On stage she is given a tape recorder. In life she never used one, hence the roman in the reportage. The vodka never seemed to dim Caroline’s verbal wit or her prose. I knew her from the period she interviewed Maître Blum, around 1980, through friends and because our sons went to the same school. We once sat together to hear the headmaster’s cliché ridden exhortations in his term address—and I got Caroline’s hilarious parody of it afterwards. We both smoked Gitanes—the black French tobacco without a filter. She would endlessly hunt for them—since we’d always run out—or search fruitlessly for ashtrays, stooped slightly forward, her sentence suspended. Her flat in Redcliffe Square, London, was disorganized. She was a chaotic mix of fiercely maternal and frequently unreliable. Her lovely house in Sag Harbor, where I last remember her, was more serene. There lunch went into the afternoon and nothing was more enjoyable. She was funny, fearless, original, and supremely gifted. All of these qualities—and the voice itself—are in these pages.

James Fox
2012


CHAPTER ONE

I first became aware of Mrs. Simpson, the future Duchess of Windsor, when I was a child living in Ulster. I was then too young to understand the furor she was creating, but the violent emotion that she aroused made me curious about her. To an embattled Protestant community whose very identity depended on their loyalty to the British crown, Mrs. Simpson was a figure who was regarded with horror. She was a threat to the church and the monarchy. She symbolized sex and evil. Eyes were rolled and voices dropped to grim whispers whenever her name was mentioned. I heard her described as “that dreadful American divorcée.” Mrs. Simpson then started to intrigue me because the last two words of this menacing epithet were made to sound so very much worse than the “dreadful.”

It was quite a long time before I could make out what she had done. When the future King of England first declared his desire to renounce the throne in order to marry her, it was seen as a tragedy and something so obscene and shocking it had to be hidden from the children.

Yet because her crime was kept secret from me and I picked up only ripples of the loathing she inspired, Mrs. Simpson started to become a figure of mystery and glamor to me. She had done something that the adult world seemed to consider unspeakable.

I first associated Mrs. Simpson with mysterious, attractive sin and later with loss, for I lost my coronation cup. A few months after the abdication I bought a mug in a local souvenir shop. Provincial as it has always been, Northern Ireland at that point was ahead of its times for it had produced a souvenir of an event that was never to take place. My chunky, vulgar mug celebrated the coronation of Edward VIII. My cup only became precious to me because I noticed that it had an electric effect on everyone I showed it to. Peculiar expressions came over their faces as they looked at it. As an object it was able to arouse extremely complex feelings of anger, disgust, and betrayal. On one side of the mug there was a gaudy picture of Edward VIII’s handsome profile. He looked noble and golden wearing the Crown.

Although it was obvious no one liked my mug, I was told I must keep it forever. It could only become increasingly valuable. Its future value as a collector’s item was incalculable.

I treasured my coronation mug for many years and then as time went by, it got lost. Whether it was stolen by some perceptive thief or whether it somehow got used as an ordinary cup and got broken in the sink, I was never to know. For a while I had the nagging sense of guilt about its loss. Once it vanished, it seemed all the more precious, and it joined the horrible ever-accumulating list of valuable things that I had let slip from my possession for want of proper care.

Inevitably, with the passing of the years, my remorse over the loss of this irreplaceable cup faded. Then in 1980 the English Sunday Times asked me to write an article on the Duchess of Windsor and my old childhood curiosity about this woman, who had given my mug its rarity value, revived.

Francis Wyndham, the senior editor, told me that Lord Snowdon had an interesting project. He wanted to photograph the Duchess of Windsor. It was suggested that I fly over to Paris in order to write a description of the taking of this unusual photograph.

My first reaction to this proposal was one of bemusement. How could Lord Snowdon want to photograph the Duchess of Windsor? How could he want to photograph her, when the Duchess must surely be dead?

“Do we know that the Duchess is in any condition to be photographed?” I asked.

It was apparently very hard to find out. All that was known was that the Duchess had been bedridden and in seclusion for several years. She was living in France in a huge house on the edge of the Bois de Boulogne. Lord Snowdon had no idea what state the Duchess was in. His whole project was therefore rather delicate.

The Duchess of Windsor was now apparently eighty-four. She was under the sole control of an ancient female lawyer called Maître Blum. This old woman was about the same age as the Duchess and very much feared and respected in Paris. She held the Duchess’s power of attorney, and she had become her spokesperson. She was in complete control of the Windsor estate. Anyone who wished for information about the Duchess had to contact Maître Blum. Francis Wyndham would do this and let me know if Lord Snowdon’s imaginative enterprise was feasible.

I very much hoped that it would be. I felt that it would be extremely interesting to meet the Duchess of Windsor and I very much wanted to see her legendary and beautiful French house. It also struck me that it might be interesting for someone to take a photograph of Lord Snowdon caught in the act of photographing the Duchess. One royal divorcée taking a snap of another. Surely this would have a certain historic value and be a record of an event that had an Alice in Wonderland unreality.

I soon learned that Lord Snowdon’s project was out of the question. Francis Wyndham had spoken to Diana Mosley, wife of Sir Oswald Mosley, England’s Fascist leader. Sir Oswald had been a friend, admirer, and imitator of Hitler. In the thirties he had the dream of becoming Great Britain’s führer. He organized a group of young English thugs who became known as the Blackshirts. Mosley’s unattractive followers very much resembled the members of Hitler’s Youth Movement. They roamed around London in their dark-shirted uniforms searching for Jews and “foreigners” whom they could bait and beat up. Once war was declared between Great Britain and Germany, Sir Oswald and his beautiful, aristocratic wife, Diana, were both put in jail. They were imprisoned for their openly pro-Nazi allegiance and activities.

Diana Mosley was just as fervently “keen” on Hitler as her husband. She gave him a nickname and liked to refer to him as “Darling Hittles.” Her sister, Unity Mitford, also a British upper-class beauty, was more seriously involved with him. As his pre-war guest, she fell passionately in love with the führer. On learning of the British declaration of war, she attempted suicide. Her attempt failed and she survived but she remained for many years brain-damaged and incapable of speech.

After the war, Sir Oswald and his wife were released from jail but apparently felt too unpopular to be comfortable living in England. They later moved to France. There they met another notorious couple who were living in France because they were not welcome by the British establishment. The Mosleys became close friends of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor.

In Francis Wyndham’s conversation with Lady Mosley, he had learned that she was very worried about the Duchess. She was frightened that she might be in the most terrible condition. Maître Blum had not let Diana Mosley visit her for three years. The Duchess was locked away in her Paris house on the edge of the Bois de Boulogne. If the Duchess’s friends were not allowed to see her, it was highly unlikely Maître Blum would dream of permitting her to be photographed.

In the course of trying to ascertain the current health of the Duchess, he had noticed that when anyone made any reference to Maître Blum they spoke of her with an awe that was curiously akin to pure terror. They invariably described her as “formidable” and “belligerent.” He felt that it might be interesting to set up an interview with Maître Blum herself. This bellicose old éminence grise who was lurking behind the stricken Duchess suddenly seemed to be emerging as rather an intriguing figure. I agreed with him and he said he would see if an interview with the old lawyer could be arranged.

If I was going to interview Maître Blum, I wanted to learn something about her, so I bought a copy of The Windsor Story, the work of two American journalists who ghosted the autobiographies of the Duke and Duchess, and then produced a best-selling book of their own in which they maintain that the Duke’s life, once he renounced the throne, was all misery, recriminations, and regrets. I looked up Maître Blum in the index.

Maître Blum had only two references and she was sketched in very roughly, yet something of her commandeering and unforgettable personality still jumped from the page. “Maître Suzanne Blum,” Bryan and Murphy wrote, “whose shrewdness had much impressed the Duchess and on whose judgement she had come to rely …”1 This kind of elliptical statement whets the reader’s curiosity. When, precisely, did Maître Blum’s shrewdness first impress the Duchess? At what point did this notorious American from Baltimore start solely to rely on her old French lawyer’s judgement?

Describing Maître Blum, they wrote that she was “a woman of about the Duchess’s age.” Her reputation as a trial lawyer was “quick, cool, clever, and tough.”

Bryan and Murphy went on to say that Maître Blum had gone to New York fleeing the German occupation and she had studied law at Columbia University. In 1958 she’d represented Rita Hayworth in her divorce from Aly Khan and her other Hollywood clients had included Charlie Chaplin, Jack Warner, Darryl Zanuck, Walt Disney, and Merle Oberon. Her first husband had also been a lawyer. He was the Paris correspondent for Allen and Overy, the English law firm whose solicitor Sir Godfrey Morley had always represented the Duke. It was Maître Blum’s first husband who, said Bryan and Murphy, “brought her to the Windsors’ attention.”

They gave an account of the Duchess of Windsor sending for Lord Mountbatten soon after the Duke’s funeral. The Duchess was distraught. She was convinced she was bankrupt, she thought that the French government was going to turn her out of the beautiful house in Neuilly that they had given the Windsors free. She saw herself as penniless and about to be forced to sleep on the streets. Apparently, both she and the Duke were always haunted by a neurotic terror of poverty.

Lord Mountbatten reassured her. The Duke had left her everything. The Duke did not leave a penny to any charity or friend or relative or servant. The only exception was Countess Mountbatten, one of Lord Mountbatten’s daughters. She had the dubious good fortune to be bequeathed an inscribed royal family tree.

Over the years the Duke had given the Duchess jewels estimated as worth more than six million dollars. He had inherited some of them from Queen Alexandra so he had given the American divorcée some of the British Crown jewels.

Lord Mountbatten begged the Duchess not to panic. He assured her she could not have inherited less than several million pounds. He felt certain that as France had been so generous towards the exiled Duke, it was unlikely that after his death they would change their tactics and expel and penalize his widow.

Lord Mountbatten was quite right. The French government soon informed the Duchess she would not have to pay any death duties on his estate. In this she was uniquely favored. They also told her she could retain her free house in the Bois de Boulogne for her lifetime.

Reassured by Mountbatten that she was in no danger of becoming a pauper, the Duchess asked him what she should eventually do with so much money. She had no close family relations of her own. She felt she would like to do something to perpetuate her late husband’s memory. Maybe it would be a good idea if she formed a Duke of Windsor foundation. “Do you think Charles would become involved with it?”

Lord Mountbatten felt certain that Prince Charles would be delighted to become chairman of the foundation. All the Duchess had to do was name the charitable organizations the Duke would have liked to support and the trustees would apply the income to his memory.

“She clapped her hands,” according to Bryan and Murphy. Here I started to feel a little skeptical. How did they know that the Duchess, who was then nearly eighty, made this girlish and gleeful gesture? Were these journalists both in the room while she and Mountbatten thrashed out this very private financial transaction?

“It’s a wonderful idea!” the Duchess said. “I’ll get Godfrey Morley to redraw my will at once, then we’ll clear it with my French lawyer.” Then the bombshell fell. The Duchess’s French lawyer was none other than the all-powerful and controversial Suzanne Blum.

Sir Godfrey Morley, who had acted for the Windsors for umpteen years, never received any instructions to form a Duke of Windsor charitable foundation. When he next heard from the Duchess, she informed him that the whole idea of the foundation had been abandoned and she no longer required his services. From now on her sole legal advisor was going to be Maître Blum.

Sir Godfrey Morley never knew what had brought about his abrupt dismissal, or how and why Maître Blum had dissuaded the Duchess from forming the foundation. When Lord Mountbatten heard the news that the Duchess’s charitable project had been abandoned, he was apparently maddened. “Damn it,” he said, “the money was his, not hers!”

Maître Blum only made one more slight appearance in Bryan and Murphy’s version of The Windsor Story. Yet her brooding presence still dominated the final chapter.

The Duchess by this time in their narrative was in very serious physical condition. She had suffered two severe falls, and in one of them she had fractured her hip. Her mind had become enfeebled and disordered. She failed to recognize old friends. She forgot things. She rambled. She was tactless. She made social gaffes.

The Duchess ate less and less. She drank silver mugs of vodka. She developed a gastric ulcer which perforated and she was rushed to the American Hospital. She remained there for six months. The royal family did not invite her to Princess Anne’s wedding. But they did send her some flowers.

The Duchess became increasingly lonely and depressed. She got more and more morbid and seemed to long for death. She asked her friend Lady Monckton to escort her body to Frogmore, the royal burial ground at Windsor, where she hoped she would soon be buried alongside the Duke. She was released from hospital and she returned to her house on the Bois de Boulogne.

Then on the second-to-last page of The Windsor Story, there was the most ominous passage. “The gates are locked and Maître Blum is the sole keeper of the keys. Recently the poor invalid Duchess’s circle has shrunk to include only her doctors and nurses, two or three servants, and—to be sure—Maître Blum.”


CHAPTER TWO

Having found out all that The Windsor Story could tell me about the Duchess’s keeper, I telephoned Sir Godfrey Morley, the Duke of Windsor’s rejected solicitor, and I asked him if he could tell me anything about her. Was it true that Maître Blum had taken total control over all the affairs of the Duchess? “I’ve lost my memory,” he bleated desperately. “I’m a very old man. I’m retired. I can’t tell you anything. I can’t remember anything anymore. Why don’t you speak to Maître Blum directly? I’m sure she’d love to speak to you. But I would never advise you to get on the wrong side of her—you know that in her time she represented five of the major Hollywood film companies. I think that sums her up … Anyway, speak to Maître Blum. Don’t try and speak to me … You will find that Maître Blum is the most imperious and volatile lady …”

Sir Godfrey certainly sounded rather antediluvian and croaky. But I wondered if he had really lost his memory or whether the painful moment that the Duchess had suddenly fired him under the instigation of Maître Blum was not a moment he deliberately wished to recall.

Lady Mosley was in London, so having failed to get any valuable information from Sir Godfrey, I decided to try to speak to her. When I reached her on the telephone, she said she had become stone deaf. I then realized that if I hoped to talk to people who had once surrounded the Duchess, I must expect to encounter the hurdle of various physical disabilities.

I explained that I wanted to visit to learn something about Maître Blum. Because of her deafness, Lady Mosley misunderstood me and appeared to think that I wanted to come round to give her publicity for a book she had just completed on the Duchess of Windsor. I kept shouting that this was not the purpose of my visit, but the misunderstanding persisted and still thinking that I was going to write a plug for her book, Lady Mosley with great sweetness and graciousness asked me if I would like to come for tea.

We had tea in her bedroom. She sat in a chair looking extremely elegant. Her aristocratic and chiseled face was still incredibly beautiful. She was charming and she was also exceedingly modest. “My book on Wallis is really rather rubbish. But please don’t print that in the Sunday Times. There’s nothing very new in it. I’ve just retold the story of the abdication and all the things all of us know.” Her huge ice-blue eyes had a childish, yearning expression. She was so beguiling that she made one forget that she had spent her life yearning for a Europe united by a repressive Fascist leadership.

She apologized for receiving me in such an ugly house. It was not hers, she insisted. It was borrowed. She was only in London for a few days. The house in which we met was indeed rather dingy and gloomy, and Lady Mosley’s famous taste and flair for creating beautiful surroundings was certainly not much in evidence.

“I hope you won’t be too horrid about my book,” she said.

“I’m not reviewing your book,” I shouted. “I was hoping that you could tell me something about Maître Blum.”

“Maître Blum?” She seemed amused. I discovered that if I sat on her left side and bellowed, it was sometimes possible to make her hear me. “What do you want to know about Maître Blum?”

“I want to know what she is like. I may be going to interview her.”

“Maître Blum is quite a remarkable old character. It’s hard to describe what she is like. She’s not like anything that any of us have ever met. You will really have to meet her. She’s a very fiery and vociferous old woman. She doesn’t care what she says. She’s outrageously outspoken. You ought to hear her denouncing the royal family. She feels that they have always maltreated the Duchess. She launches into the most terrible tirades against them, she curses them to high heaven, and she calls them every kind of name. Her husband tries to stop her. It makes him frightfully nervous …”

“Does Maître Blum have a husband?” I was starting to form an imaginary picture of this bellicose old lawyer and it astonished me to hear that at her advanced age she was still married.

Diana Mosley said that Maître Blum was married to some kind of general. He might be French. He might be Prussian, she didn’t quite know which. Whatever his nationality, I found the news that Maître Blum was married to any kind of general very unlikely and therefore riveting.

According to Lady Mosley, Maître Blum was about eighty-four—roughly the same age as the Duchess. Her husband, General Spillman, was younger than she was. He was only about eighty but the poor man looked well over a hundred. Possibly his life with the Maître had aged him. Despite his high military rank, he seemed petrified of his wife.

“Is Maître Blum very frightening?” I asked.

“Well, in a way, Maître Blum is very frightening indeed. Between you and me, she gets really quite peculiar and crazy on the subject of the Duchess.”

“How do you mean?” I said.

“Well, Maître Blum is wildly loyal to the Duchess. All that’s rather good. People have been so horrid about Wallis … But Maître Blum certainly carries her loyalty a bit far. I’ve been extremely nice about the Duchess in my book. But I think Maître Blum is furious with me. I spoke to her last week and she was icy cold.” Lady Mosley laughed but she suddenly seemed vulnerable and wounded. “I don’t think the silly old thing thought my book was nice enough about the Duchess …”

“Did you like the Duchess?” I asked her.

“Oh yes, I really did. Wallis was such fun and she was so kind to us. She was so gay and she entertained so beautifully. Her food was always absolutely delicious. She had such style …”

“I believe that you are now rather worried about the Duchess. Is that true?”

Lady Mosley was extremely worried about the Duchess. It was worse than that. She was in despair about her, but she didn’t know what she could do. She was sure that Maître Blum meant very well but she really wished that Maître Blum would let her visit her old friend. She wanted to see for herself that the Duchess was being properly cared for. Supposing, for example, that the Duchess didn’t like her nurses—who would she complain to? It was so important that old and bedridden people had kind and sympathetic nurses.

“Poor Wallis has been so alone since the Duke died,” she said. “She is really most unlucky. She doesn’t have one single close relation. Her only family is the royal family and, as you know, they have always hated her. They don’t care what Maître Blum is doing to her.”

“What is she doing to her?” I asked.

“Well, she is keeping her alive. And I can’t believe that’s very kind. She keeps operating on the poor little thing. She made her have yet another ghastly major operation just a few months ago. It’s too awful to think about … All that pain … And what’s the point of it? Maître Blum keeps saying that ‘il faut respecter la vie.’ But I’m not so sure about that. The Duchess is eighty-four. Wouldn’t it be kinder to let her go?”

“Is Maître Blum a Roman Catholic?” I asked.

“I don’t know what she is. She’s obviously Jewish but I suppose she may also be Catholic. All I do know is that she takes this firm line. It was just the same thing when she took away the Duchess’s vodka. Why did she have to take it away from the poor little creature? Why couldn’t Wallis be allowed at least one tiny glass in the evening? After all, she was already eighty-one at that point and her vodka was really all she had. But Maître Blum couldn’t see my point when I put it to her quite gently and politely. It made her furious. She said that the alcohol was bad for the Duchess’s blood pressure. It was terrible for her ‘tension’ and all that. She was outrageous if I’m to be honest. She really screamed at me that ‘il faut respecter la vie!’ ”

I asked Diana Mosley if the Duchess had been a heavy drinker. She hesitated. Finally she admitted that after the Duke’s death, the Duchess drank rather a lot.

“I don’t think poor Wallis was very happy in that period. It was a horrible time for her. When she lost the Duke, in a way, she lost everything.”

Later I told Francis Wyndham that Maître Blum had taken away the Duchess’s vodka. “Don’t you think that sounds cruel?”

“It’s one of the cruelest things I’ve ever heard,” he said. “No wonder she’s become a living vegetable.”

While I was talking to Lady Mosley I asked her if the Duchess was still conscious.

“I’m afraid she often may be. That’s the ghastly nightmare. One doesn’t like to think how much she may be suffering. I’ve been so desperate about her, I’ve even toyed with writing to Prince Charles. I thought he might be able to do something for her. They say he has a kind heart.”

“Do you think she wonders why you never come and see her?”

“I’m afraid she may well wonder. That’s the frightful thing that worries me all the time. The Duchess may not realize that Maître Blum refuses to allow her to be visited. We all accepted her marvelous hospitality in the old days. It’s too dreadful if poor Wallis thinks that now she is old, and ill, and widowed, we have all deserted her.”

“When you saw her three years ago,” I asked Lady Mosley, “how did the Duchess seem then?”

“Oh, it was too upsetting and awful to see her. The poor little thing was lying there on her side. Her big blue eyes were open and she was staring desperately in front of her. She never said a word. And something had gone horribly wrong with her sad little hands.”

I asked Lady Mosley if she thought the Duchess recognized her. She couldn’t tell. But presumably the Duchess could still recognize people because Maître Blum claimed that her blood pressure went up whenever she saw any of her old friends. That was the ostensible reason why Maître Blum had forbidden her to be visited. Lady Mosley felt that the Duchess might prefer that her blood pressure rose at the sight of a friend rather than be condemned by Maître Blum to this frightful isolation.

“Who was the last person who managed to get in to visit the Duchess?” I asked Lady Mosley. She said that the last person she knew was a diplomat called Walter Lees. He had been very upset by what he saw. He said that the Duchess was being fed through her nose.

“Through her nose?” I asked, horrified.

“Yes, I’m afraid she was.” Lady Mosley shivered. “Maître Blum only let him take a little peep through the door. But he managed to catch a glimpse of a ghastly black pipe which was stuck up her nostril.”

“Poor Duchess,” I said.

“Exactly,” Lady Mosley agreed. “It would have broken the Duke’s heart if he’d known what was going to happen to Wallis after he’d gone. He wouldn’t have been able to bear it. He loved her so …”

“Did the Duke adore her?”

“Oh yes, he certainly did. Until the day he died, he was absolutely besotted by her. It’s all rubbish when people try to make out that he regretted not being able to lay cornerstones and take all those silly salutes, wearing a hat with a plume. He loathed all those dreary royal duties. He was always bored stiff by that kind of thing. If one sat next to the Duke at dinner, he was never really listening to what one said to him. His eyes were always staring up the table. He couldn’t take his eyes off Wallis …”

“Was Maître Blum very close to the Duchess?” I asked. “I don’t understand how she got into this position of power.”

“Maître Blum never really knew the Duchess. That’s the nightmarish part of the whole thing. It’s also the big joke. She only got to know Wallis once she started to lose her mind.”

“When did the Duchess start to lose her mind?”

“Well, about five years ago the Duchess began to get rather vague.”

“And this vagueness was caused by illness, not alcohol?”

“It was caused by illness,” Lady Mosley said firmly. “Although I’m afraid Wallis probably did drink a bit more than she should have. You know she had a terrible fall. And then naturally everyone said she only fell because she was drunk. But remember that Wallis always had horrid things said about her. You have no idea how much hate mail she received at the time of the abdication. She was showered with death threats and obscene letters. They came from all over the world. Great bags of them. It made her really miserable …”

“I understand the Duchess was quite tough.”

“Yes, the Duchess certainly was rather tough. But if it seems as if everyone in the whole globe needs to write and tell you how much they would like you to be dead … Who has ever had to deal with that? The Duchess was quite tough. But she wasn’t tough enough for that. No one could be …”

As I was leaving, I asked Lady Mosley two last direct questions. “Is Maître Blum nice? Do you like Maître Blum?”

She hesitated. She lowered her voice to a whisper as if she were frightened that Maître Blum in her apartment in Paris could hear her across the Channel speaking indiscreetly in London. “Well, not exactly,” she said evasively. “But for goodness sake,” she added jokingly, “don’t print that. I don’t want any trouble from her. She might bring an injunction against my book and that would be too ghastly and tiresome.”

Lady Mosley seemed terrified of Maître Blum. It was ironic that Diana Mosley, who
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